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Abstract 
Of all the things an organisation can control, the way in which it operates is the most 
influential factor contributing to its success (Smith, Stewart & Haimes, 2012). The way an 
organisation operates is considered its culture, yet there is contention about how it is best 
assessed. Previous research to determine organisational culture has also focused on 
businesses, and less so on organisations involved in sport that are more often run by 
volunteers and comprised of members that participate and contribute for reasons other 
than remuneration. Identifying the culture of a volunteer run sporting organisation furthers 
the understanding about the unique aspects of volunteer run and sporting organisations. 
Therefore a sports club run by volunteers was chosen to have its culture assessed. To 
identify an organisation’s culture, Schein (2010) proposes an organisation’s culture 
possesses three levels: a superficial layer of artefacts of how the organisation is observed 
to operate; a layer of values the organisation’s members espouse as what they think is 
important; and the deeper layer of things members assume are correct because they have 
shared experiences of their success with other members. The learning that members 
experience together generates these assumptions, hence focus groups and interviews 
with club members were performed to uncover how they operate most effectively to solve 
the problems that limit access to their goals. From an analysis of these discussions, 
assumptions were identified that define the culture of the whole club. Assumptions of 
interest include the method and extent that the club and its coaches influence each other’s 
operation; the influence of the club’s history on its culture; and the rationale behind 
member’s contributions to the club. Additionally, this investigation’s methodology to assess 
organisational culture using Schein’s framework was shown to be effective, but 
recommendations to improve on its weaknesses were identified. Opportunities for future 
research using this investigation’s methodology, and for study of sporting organisations 
and their coaches were also identified. 
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Introduction 
Of all the things an organisation can control, the way in which it operates is the most 
influential factor contributing to its success (Smith, Stewart & Haimes, 2012). If the 
organisation’s leaders and members understand how and why they operate the way they 
do, they can integrate that learning into their daily functioning and will be more likely to 
adapt, survive, and grow in their environment (Schein, 2010). However, when the 
organisation defines success by results, both professional and volunteer organisations 
become distracted from understanding how they actually function and the organisation’s 
mission becomes unachievably distorted. When in trouble, professional organisations will 
commission independent reviews to re-establish the link between their operation and their 
goals, but volunteer-run clubs or charities are more likely to be limited financially, have 
leaders and staff already stretching the spare time they can contribute, and goals that are 
less clear to their members. This project uses a method to assess how an organisation 
operates that is accurate enough to clearly identify its strengths and opportunities, yet 
feasible enough to be undertaken without the cost of professional help. 
 
The way in which an organisation functions is considered its organisational culture, distinct 
from anthropometrical concepts of culture that are not based on a group of people all 
working towards an explicit goal (Hatch, 1993). Organisational culture is created and 
maintained by its members and promulgated by its official and unofficial leaders, which is 
why all organisations place great importance on the process of recruiting and employing 
new members. Professional business organisations have improved their methods of 
identifying and recruiting individuals that they think will best “fit” their culture. In particular, 
they have achieved this by focussing on who survives in various competitive business 
environments (Chan, Shaffer & Snape, 2004), and may use formal processes performed 
internally or by an external reviewer to assess their own culture before then establishing 
their hiring criteria. Comparatively, volunteer-run sporting organisations (VRSO), rely on 
absorbing new members who possess a passion similar to that of the organisation and 
may not have the authority to deny membership to those that lack the common focus. With 
an increased funding for sport in our society, sporting clubs and associations previously 
operated by amateurs have begun to apply recruiting practices taken from business and 
industry (Cruickshank, Collins & Minten, 2014). However, the organisational culture 
assessment and recruiting practices used professionally do not have the accuracy to be so 
simply applied in the sporting industry (Grabowski, Neher, Crim, & Mathiassen, 2014), and 
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the unique differences between sport and business have not been accounted for 
(Grabowski et al., 2014; Kellett, 1999). The Australian sporting landscape is currently 
littered with sporting organisations experiencing conflicts over their goals, torn between 
traditions of egalitarianism, participation and enjoyment (Rowe, 2017), and new directions 
of achieving absolute results and securing funding (Jeffery, 2016). Methodology to assess 
an organisation’s culture is able to help the organisation understand why they operate the 
way they do (Schein, 2010), in order to help all of the organisation’s members work 
towards a common goal (Smith et al., 2012) instead of in conflict. An organisational culture 
analysis procedure formulated in business industries is applied in this study to an 
organisation whose members operations would appear foreign in a business setting, yet 
operate successfully. By identifying how and why a VRSO achieves success, this study 
seeks to uncover an organisational culture procedure that accounts for the unique aspects 
of sporting organisations. An accurate and feasible procedure has been shown to assist 
organisations understand their operation and direction (Schein, 2010), and to know how to 
best fit new members (Armenakis, Brown & Mehta, 2011). As many sporting organisations 
currently transition from volunteer led and run, to employing professional administrators 
and coaches, the selection of new members that are compatible and add value is 
essential. 
 
Significance and Rationale for this Research 
 
The significance of this study lies in two complementary areas. 
The first is the operation of sports organisations as distinct from organisations intended to 
generate profit that have already been thoroughly researched (Colyer, 2000). Whether a 
professional sports organisation such as some Australian rowing clubs possessing paid 
coaches, an organisation transitioning to employed administrators and coaches such as 
the recent history of associations like Rowing Australia and the state associations, or an 
organisation led and run by volunteers like most Australian rowing clubs, an understanding 
of how and why their culture operates as it does enables an organisation’s members to 
contribute their effort more effectively to the commonly held goals (Johnson, Martin, 
Palmer, Watson, & Ramsey, 2013). Previous research has shown organisational culture 
assessments can be used to identify the way a group operates (Frontiera, 2010), and that 
the better any organisation understands its operational methods and culture, the better it 
can adapt and perform (Smith et al., 2012) and recruit and develop members (Schein, 
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2010). This study places further significance on sports organisations that are 
predominately run by volunteers or Volunteer Run Sporting Organisations (VSRO). While 
volunteers make admirable contributions with regard to their devotion of effort and their 
passion, many do not possess the requisite skills, time or knowledge (Athletics Australia, 
2004) to sustainably lead their club or association to successfully achieve their goals and 
survive.  
 
The second significance of this study relates to how sporting organisations recruit and 
develop their most influential members – in particular, their coaches. Organisations that 
better understand their operating culture have greater clarity and consensus of direction 
(Smith et al., 2012), enhancing the accuracy of what it asks its coaches to achieve, leading 
to better management of the expectations and development of the coach-organisation 
relationship (Maitland, Hills and Rhind, 2015), and can better identify the attributes or 
personality of a coach that would best fit its culture. Additionally, Cresswell and Eklund 
(2007) have shown the importance of coaches understanding their organisation’s culture 
in order to learn how the socially dynamic environment influences their practice, and the 
sport experience of their athletes. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Culture as a concept has undertaken many attempts to define something complex as 
something tangible and easily measured (Tharp, 2009). Additionally, there is currently 
some debate regarding the comparative effectiveness of organisational culture 
assessment methods and their novel application outside of business settings (Grabowski 
et al., 2014). In this regard, this study is generative, because it aims to justify the use of 
Schein’s organisational culture assessment method developed within businesses (Schein, 
2010; Tharp, 2009), in a organisation whose member’s operate toward common goals that 
are not based around profit, and whose members and leaders participate for passion, not 
remuneration. 
 
An Introduction to Culture 
Culture develops from the human need for stability, consistency and meaning and is made 
up of things that bind people together in a group that yield the best opportunities for 
survival (Schein, 2010). Each group forms around members with a common interest, 
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where the depth of the connection between the members increase as they share 
experience and success when working towards goals related to the common interest. 
Organisational culture is distinct from the social meaning focus of anthropometrical culture 
in that the organisation works towards specific performance outcomes required to sustain 
their practice (Hatch, 1993; Tharp, 2009). The organisation can be as formal as an 
international, publically-listed corporation or as informal as a sports club run by volunteers, 
values, meanings and attitudes that are shared by a group of people that influence how 
they interact and operate as a group as they work towards a common goal can be 
described as their organisation’s culture (for review of organisational culture definitions see 
Maitland et al., 2015)  
 
Given the contextual nature of many cultural elements, several organisational culture 
definitions uncover the deeper, unconscious assumptions that individuals and groups must 
possess as the basic framework of how they value and approach the world (Smith et al., 
2012). Without these assumptions, people would continually have to define those things to 
which they give attention, what things mean, what emotional reaction is required, and what 
action to take in various situations (Schein, 2010).  
 
Assumptions simplify our lives by making the way we view the most common elements of 
the world predictable. Predictability invokes sustainable success, where the reduction in 
anxiety is seen as a strong motivator for individuals to hold their assumptions resolutely, 
and to prefer the company of others that share their views. Hence the culture of a group is 
seen as the assumptions that are shared by their members, where continued success of 
the group will reinforce the validity of those assumptions and ultimately protect the group 
against change that conflicts with those assumptions (Schein, 2010). While common 
educational backgrounds and shared contact with members who have similar functions will 
develop shared assumptions, ultimately group members must experience something as 
being repeatedly successful for it to become an assumption (Schein, 2010). Success can 
be defined as what the group considers to be the desired outcome against the presented 
challenge (Smith et al., 2012). To qualify, successful operation must consistently and 
effectively achieve the group’s goals (Schein, 2010). Hence, whilst the outright result of a 
sporting performance is often defined as success, there is no link to the operation that 
would consistently and effectively create this success. Therefore to influence culture, 
outright results must be linked to how the group assumes it operates. A leader, possibly as 
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a sports coach, sets expectations for how the group should operate to achieve specific 
goals, and hence can define success differently to influence their group to operate using 
specific methods.  
Human societies have been formed by individuals who have determined that membership 
of such a society enhances their success and survival. Societies use rules and regulations 
to maintain and enhance this survival, dominating our daily interactions, and at a macro 
level defining how a particular sport is to be performed in competition. Hence the operation 
of members in a society focusing on a sport has already been constrained before 
members even learn how to play. Whilst rules of a sport are most often clear, there are 
unconscious constraints acting at deeper layers of that sport’s culture that influence how 
people learn, participate and compete in that sport. Organisational culture influences the 
behavioural norms that foster or inhibit the development of close coaching relationships 
(Maitland et al., 2015). 
 
Given that assumptions about how an individual should operate within an organisation are 
so deeply ingrained that awareness of them is absent to the point they are not normally 
tested, people feel uncomfortable and vulnerable in situations operating on different 
assumptions because they misunderstand what is going on or misinterpret the actions of 
others. Cultures, therefore, form around members who possess similar assumptions, 
where in order to be accepted into a group, an individual must display assumptions that 
the group also holds or they will be seen as unable to contribute to the group or a threat to 
its operation and survival (Schein, 2010). 
 
Once accepted, members will hold onto those shared assumptions already reinforced, as 
they were the reason for their acceptance into a desirable organisation, so preserving the 
integrity of the group. The accumulation of people with similar assumptions will build a 
culture that will be difficult to change. This resistance to change is one of culture’s 
strengths, but also is seen as something that must be overcome for the organisation to 
continue to evolve and maintain its success. If left alone, a strong culture that does not 
adapt to internal (i.e. building functional relationships within groups) and external (e.g. 
survival, growth and adaptation to their environment) requirements will become less 
successful and weaken to the point that it can more easily change (Schein, 2010). Change 
management practices are seen as the best method for cultures to improve their flexibility 
to remain successful, but are often enforced by leaders without the time to let change 
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happen more naturally (Smith et al., 2012; Dixon, Lee & Ghaye, 2015). In sport, change 
management has been approached using a variety of approaches including Complexity 
Theory (Smith, 2004), Decentred Theory (Cruickshank & Collins, 2012b), and strengths-
based reflective practices to improve member enjoyment and positivity (Dixon et al., 2015) 
to create open-mindedness to change. A weakened culture will be more open to the 
proposals of a leader, but even a new coach hired to resurrect an unsuccessful team can 
be assessed on the team’s results without the time required for their proposals to improve 
results. Lee, Shaw, Chesterfield & Woodward (2009) suggests that encouraging members 
to welcome organisational change and seek enjoyment from the challenges faced may 
foster a culture of success as part of a strengths based approach. 
 
The Intent of Research into Organisational Culture 
Existing research on organisational culture is mainly focused on assessing profit 
generating businesses in their entirety (Gilmore, 2013; Ashkanasy, Wilderom & Peterson, 
2010) and there has been less examination of sports organisations that exist to provide 
athletic advancement and entertainment, especially those with volunteer coaches (Wicker, 
2017). Cruikshank, Collins and Minten (2013) did show that organisational culture 
research does require an approach that is sensitive to the unique features of performance 
sport, as Maitland et al. (2015) have identified that the cultures of volunteer and sporting 
organisations are different to business organisations, and also for profit versus non-profit 
organisations (Kaiser, Engel & Keiner, 2009). Sports organisations do provide new 
opportunities to look at concepts of culture, for example, those run by volunteers pursuing 
a passionate interest in a particular sport rather than financial income, and as distinct from 
business or corporate organisations, sports organisations often do not possess 
hierarchical structures and their cultures may be somewhat reflective of the transient 
nature of athletes and coaches (Grabowski et al., 2014). Studies within a sporting context 
investigated some of these unique attributes of sport, and have shown that a sporting 
organisations culture can affect its ability to perform and be effective (Cruickshank et al., 
2014; Cameron & Quinn, 1999), influence job satisfaction (Wallace & Weese, 1995; 
Weese, 1995), create success in competition (Smith & Shilbury, 2004; Smith & Stewart, 
1995), leverage powerful histories (Smith et al., 2012), and coach to athlete relationships 
(Maitland et al., 2015). However, while the number of studies on the culture of sports 
organisations has been increasing (Maitland et al., 2015), many studies focus on only the 
observable manifestations of culture and do not identify the basic assumptions (Maitland 
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et al., 2015). Given the necessity of identifying assumptions in order to improve the depth 
of understanding of the organisational culture of sporting groups, this study seeks to 
improve the assessment methodology that identifies assumptions and how these 
assumptions influence the culture of sports organisations, so that this influential aspect of 
social interaction can be considered when organisations consider change, most notably 
with new coaches and administrators. 
 
Wider Dimensions of Culture 
Regardless of the methodology chosen, to support the intended analysis of any 
organisation’s culture, wider dimensions of culture must first be considered.  
Culture has been considered a variable that can be measured and manipulated to 
generalise, predict, and control so as to achieve certain organisational performance 
outcomes (Colyer, 2000; Gordon & DiTomaso, 1992). Alternatively, culture has been 
considered as the setting in which behaviour, social events, institutions and processes 
become comprehensible and meaningful (Schein, 2010). Taking either of these two 
perspectives of culture when investigating an organisation could yield different findings. 
Hence, researchers should make clear the research paradigm and methods under which 
their approach to a study has been made so as to make clear the basis for the research 
presented; they should define the research interest of the study; and define what is known 
about the organisation’s culture, how the knowledge will be gathered, the position of the 
researcher and the impact of their values on conclusions made from the study (Martin, 
2002; Maitland et al., 2015). Schein (1994) tempers these definitive requirements by 
suggesting research style is driven by what data can be accessed and what skill set or 
research model is available, but agrees the chosen approach should be stated, explained 
and transparent to deepen the understanding of the findings. 
 
The Temporal Nature of Culture 
Culture theorists have debated whether culture can be viewed as a static state of a system 
or as a continual process of perpetuating or changing of some prior state (Ashkanasy et 
al., 2010). An investigation can focus on building categorizations or typologies of cultural 
states that freeze the organisation at a single point, or it can analyse the moment-to-
moment interactions between members of a given social system as they attempt to make 
sense of their experience and thereby reinforce and evolve cultural elements. Schein 
(1990) argues that both perspectives should be combined in any culture analysis, so as to 
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use the accessible historical data to more accurately define shared assumptions. By 
reconstructing an organisation’s history, details of the founders and early leaders, and 
critically defining events in their evolution, provide illustrations for researchers to more 
easily identify the origin and evolution of underlying assumptions and their contrast with 
the organisation’s espoused values. These wider dimensions do influence the direction, 
performance and outcomes of research into organisational cultures, hence the attempts in 
previous research to account for their effect by creating and using a conceptual model of 
organisational culture. 
 
Organisational Culture Models 
Organisational culture has been viewed and defined using several different models. 
Assessing the anthropological culture of a tribe, nation or race requires a significant 
duration to immerse a researcher deep enough to observe basic assumptions (Hatch, 
1993). However, business organisations seek insight gained quickly from accurate 
methodology, hence there have been many attempts to conceptualise culture so that its 
depth can be measured effectively (Maitland et al., 2015). 
 
Goffee and Jones (1998) represent culture using two dimensions, one is how the 
organisation emphasises sociability (‘sincere friendliness’) and the second is the strength 
of commitment to solidarity (‘emphasis on common tasks and shared goals’). A matrix of 
these two dimensions yields four possible configurations that are commonly seen in 
sporting organisations, but the model does not articulate the importance of deeply held 
assumptions that guide member behaviours. Nor does it refer to visible cultural elements, 
such as how members talk to each other, that may give an insight to the attitudes held by 
its members. 
 
The Competing Values Model of organisational culture (Woods & West, 2010) also 
incorporates two dimensions of the extent  an organisation emphasises flexibility versus 
control, and interior versus exterior orientation. Every organisation will have some 
emphasis in each of the four quadrants, but the degree of emphasis will vary for each and 
the balance of the four is required for organisational effectiveness (Woods & West, 2010). 
However, this model assumes that the poles of each dimension are in conflict with each 
other, and cultural stability requires their reconciliation. However, organisations such as a 
National sport association may desire to place full emphasis on operating flexibly to best 
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meet the needs of their State association and not require any emphasis on controlling 
them. Additionally, the models proposed by Goffee and Jones (1998), and Woods and 
West (2010) are limited because the importance of each dimension within the organisation 
is unknown and because short questionnaires their methods utilise may not validly assess 
a culture (Schein, 2010). 
 
Martin (1992) proposed that the investigation of organisational cultures is based on one of 
three perspectives: (1) an integrative perspective, (2) a differentiation perspective, or (3) a 
fragmentation perspective. An integrative perspective is where researchers look for and 
identify common elements that then explain many other things, for example illustrating the 
desire of managers to set, communicate and implement values and vision to clearly shape 
organisation-wide consensus (Woods & West, 2010). However, it is argued that this 
perspective magnifies certain phenomena and ignores diversity and conflict that exist in all 
organisations (Schein, 1994). A differentiation perspective focuses on investigating the 
conflict and dissensus in an organisation, as it accounts for members’ differing interests, 
experience, responsibilities and expertise that will cause variance in such things as work 
attitude and values, pay, and working conditions. These differences often appear as 
conflicts between the values an organisation espouses, and the values actually held by its 
members (Smith et al., 2012). Differing social identities due to gender, class, and ethnic 
background will further create an organisation comprised of overlapping sub-cultures, 
which coexist in relationships of harmony, conflict or indifference. Martin argues both 
integrational and differentiation perspectives do not consider the existence of ambiguities 
that create deeper problems, and do not account for the bias of the researcher. Lastly, a 
fragmentation perspective focuses on the ambiguity caused by lack of consensus about 
meanings, attitudes and values within an organisation. Considering an organisation must 
possess some shared direction amongst members, this perspective is more attributable to 
parts of an organisation such as volunteers and temporary members that have not yet 
joined the existing culture or formed their own (Schein, 1994). 
 
Martin provides a methodology to conduct interviews and categorise data to infer whether 
a culture is integrated, differentiated or fragmented. By analysing each perspective with 
respect to its strengths and weaknesses, implications for cultural analysis can be 
determined. Whilst Martin’s model minimises researcher bias through forced consideration 
from different perspectives, the methodology used in the original study does not consider 
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deeper cultural elements (Ogbonna, 1996; Schein, 1994), which weakens the strength of 
the three-perspective model. Further, Martin relies on interviews without systematic 
observation and more confrontational interview techniques to more deeply assess the 
evident inconsistencies (Schein, 1994). Only investigating surface artefacts that are 
already demonstrated by corporate mission and vision statements, misses the concepts 
and variables that help to make sense of many pieces of disparate information uncovered 
during the research. While most organisations would have a differentiated culture 
(Frontiera, 2010), Martin’s assumption that all groups have cultures, and can be 
categorised as one of these three perspectives, does not consider the situation of a group 
which has had insufficient time to form a culture, or that researchers choose perspectives 
that suit their skill set and that are practical for them to gather information (Schein, 1994). 
Sporting organisations, in particular, are often comprised of members whose limited 
participation each week allows for minimal interaction with other members. 
A counter to Martin’s three perspectives is proposed by Smith et al. (2012).  They argue 
that culture cannot be rigidly enforced by managers as an integration perspective 
assumes, that focusing on differences or anomalies encourages their removal but also 
creates dissent and disenfranchisement, and that supporting multiple fragmented identities 
is rarely advantageous. Instead, Smith et al. (2012) offer an approach to investigating 
organisational culture that considers the management or cultivation of culture as a process 
of organisational individuation, where an organisation seeks to stabilise its fragmented or 
conflicted identity by deconstructing the psychological barriers that interfere with the 
performance of its members. After identifying the assumptions and their ritualised 
behaviours that dysfunctionally exist yet support under performance, cultural leaders can 
modify or replace them with rituals that carry assumptions that are more conducive to 
higher performance. By assessing the deepest layers of an organisation’s culture, Smith et 
al. (2012) investigative method provides a clearer procedure for aligning the identity of 
each member with that of the organisation. Schein (2010) suggests that reaching the 
deepest layer and targeting specific issues are the two essential elements for accurately 
assessing an organisation’s culture. In what follows, I now turn to the work of Schein, in 
particular, his three level framework of organisational culture, which shapes the current 
research.  
 
Schein’s model of organisational culture does not seek to categorise an organisation, but 
rather broadly assess all aspects before accessing the deeper themes that can explain 
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why an organisation operates the way it does (Schein, 2010). Schein’s model accounts for 
ideational definitions of culture that emphasise the cognitive and unconscious elements of 
culture. These include such things as meaning and understanding, and materialistic 
definitions that examine visible elements, such as dress, hierarchy, job descriptions and 
other visible descriptors (Frontiera, 2010). 
 
Schein’s formal definition of organisation culture was first proposed in 1990 and is used as 
a framework to study the cultural elements of an organisation. Schein (2010) has updated 
and clarified a formal definition of organisational culture as: 
A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as it solved its 
problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that has worked well 
enough to be considered valid and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, think and feel in relation to those problems (Schein, 2010, 
p. 18).   
 
Schein (2010) simplifies culture as those things that are the product of the human need for 
stability, consistency and meaning to reduce their anxiety about their success or survival. 
Culture’s value is strong enough to covertly create mindsets and frames of reference that 
guide behaviour towards some form of success. When observing the behaviours within an 
organisation, a range of events and forces, such as an organisation’s formal philosophy, 
their rituals and group practices, will reflect or relate to that organisation’s culture. 
However, those observable elements are not the culture, instead the assumption behind 
each culture manifestation is manufactured between individual members in symbols and 
their shared social meaning (Smith & Shilbury, 2004; Erdem & Satir, 2003). The 
complexity of culture being a social construct that may not be as it appears, therefore 
require deep and complex models of investigation. 
  
Culture, according to Schein (2010), requires four critical elements to be added to the 
concept of sharing: structural stability, depth, breadth, and patterning or integration. 
Culture implies stability and longevity in a group, as items that are not only shared, but 
define the group’s identity, create a stabilising force that is resilient and survives the 
departure of members. Regarding depth, many observable items are only manifestations 
of a less tangible and visible culture, where deeper elements are often unconscious. 
Culture’s breadth is pervasive (Smith et al., 2012) and influences all aspects of how an 
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organisation deals with its external adaptation and internal integration issues. Cultural 
elements are tied together in a coherent, integrated, whole that resides at a deeper level, 
and investigation can uncover the pattern or integration of the parts. These four critical 
elements are built from people’s needs to make the environment stable and orderly to 
avoid unpredictability and anxiousness. The stability and rigidity of a given culture are 
taught to members through socialisation, as the culture attempts to maintain order and 
therefore survive. Schein (2010) details a culture’s origins as once a group of people have 
a shared history, they will have evolved a culture, which essentially reflects a group’s 
ability to cope and learn. The strength of the culture is determined by the emotional 
intensity of the shared experiences, the stability of the group’s membership, and how long 
the culture has existed. For the culture to survive, the group must deal with survival, 
growth and adaptation in their environment and internal integration that permits daily 
functioning and the ability to adapt and learn. 
 
Schein (2010) identifies three levels where organisational culture is manifested: artefacts, 
espoused values and underlying assumptions. Artefacts are the visible elements of a 
culture that the organisation desires to be public, for example, logos and slogans, vision 
statements, levels of pay and hierarchy, meeting practices and documents (Woods & 
West, 2010). Professional and amateur sporting organisations also display artefacts 
endemic to traditional businesses, symbols such as team uniform, stories of historical 
success, and game day rituals and rites such as the New Zealand haka (Johnson et al., 
2013). These are more observable cultural elements, and each artefact helps to identify 
the organisation to outsiders, while communicating and reinforcing cultural values to the 
participants (Schein, 2010). However, the interpretation of an organisation’s artefacts by 
outsiders can be incorrect as they are susceptible to biases (Smith et al., 2012). For 
example, volunteer coaches may be considered to be less skilled than paid coaches, a 
team without a uniform may be considered less organised or able, as those artefacts 
contradict with what society values for a group to operate most effectively. The meaning 
behind each artefact requires a deeper analysis than what an observation or even a 
questionnaire for the members can provide (Smith et al., 2012). Further, within an 
organisation, there may be conflict between artefacts generated by different sub-groups or 
the artefacts may conflict with what the organisation’s leaders state the organisation 
values. Espoused values are often those concepts proposed by an organisation’s leaders 
to be the most effective problem-solving approach (Smith et al., 2012). They are distinct 
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from the values that each organisational member possesses that form the qualities or 
standards that guide their own action, because they are imposed by the group and its 
leader (Smith et al., 2012). By espousing a value that they place on a particular way of 
operating, any member can attempt to influence the way the whole organisation operates, 
a method often used by leaders to direct the organisation’s focus to certain goals (Schein, 
2010). Hence espoused values are often the strategies, goals and philosophies articulated 
through mission and vision statements, brochures and advertisements, and the formal and 
informal practices often instigated by leaders, by which the organisation wishes to be 
identified. In sport cultures for example, the value of winning, improving, adhering to 
traditions and sportsmanship are all espoused through formal customs and informal stories 
(Johnson et al., 2013). Note that individual values espoused by an organisation’s 
members may not represent their culture at that time if they are stated as part of a leader’s 
new proposal to change the culture or if they are contrary to how the organisation operates 
(Schein, 2010). Only if a value experiences a shared perception of success within the 
group, will it transform into a shared value that has the potential to become part of the 
group’s culture (Smith et al., 2012). Hence investigation of an organisation’s espoused 
values must consider if they are either true across the organisation’s members or if there is 
conflict that can only be explained by uncovering deeper understandings about what is 
shared enough to hold the organisation together. Schein’s (2010) methodology does not 
require for all of an organisation’s values to be identified in order to assess its culture. He 
uses the espoused values that contradict with artefacts as one of the main methods to 
open up discussion as to why there is conflict and what can explain what is held to be true 
for both conflicted arties. 
 
If these valued ways of operating or thinking are continuously successful for the group, 
they become an underlying assumption of the way the group functions. If an assumption 
produces success this will maximise consensus around it, particularly if there is no 
alternate solution, and the validity of the assumption will not be debated or challenged and 
it will become unspoken and taken for granted. For example, the tacit assumption that 
training improves athletic performance has developed from many decades of scientific and 
informal observation that it leads to successful performances, while very few athletes have 
been successful using a different method and successful athletic performance with no 
training history is met with disbelief and opposition. After assumptions are identified and 
made conscious to members, Schein (2010) has observed that usually new insights will be 
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triggered and there will be an understanding of values perceived as being in conflict. When 
fights break out on a rugby pitch, there are conflicting assumptions on violence being a 
part of the game versus a concept that sport should be more about enjoyment and less 
about competition. The referee’s discussion with the two teams can identify these two 
conflicting assumptions and hopefully establish a focus on the game. 
 
The culture of sporting organisations and its impact on its coaches and athletes has had 
limited investigation (Fletcher and Wagstaff, 2009), even though it has been shown to be 
an important influence on athletic performance (Cruickshank and Collins, 2012a; Maitland 
et al., 2015; Wagstaff, Fletcher and Hanton, 2012). Maitland et al. (2015) reviewed 33 
studies of organisation culture in sporting contexts, and identified the lack of consensus for 
a definition of organisational culture and how it is operationalised. Schein’s definition and 
framework of organisational culture is cited in 18 of those papers, but no study applied 
Schein’s methodology in full to assess the culture of a whole organisation. Several studies 
used parts of Schein’s methodology to construct frameworks for interviews (Frontiera, 
2010; Doherty et al., 2010), but not to define a culture. It is notable that no study using any 
definition or operationalisation of culture sought to assess the culture of an entire sporting 
organisation. As recommended by Schein (2010), several studies utilised his framework to 
focus on only specific aspects of the organisations culture, such as diversity within the 
organisation (Doherty et al., 2010), the specific needs of a sports team (Henriksen, 2015); 
organisational culture’s impact on the experience of sport for athletes (Zevenbergen, 
Edwards & Skinner, 2002). Definitions and methodologies different to Schein’s have also 
been used to assess specific areas of the culture of a sporting organisation, such as to 
identify the strength of a culture to provide a window on the organisation’s performance 
(Choi et al, 2008; Colyer, 2000; Weese, 1995; Wallace & Weese, 1995), and for the use in 
culture change within the organisation (Choi et al, 2008; Frontiera, 2010; Schroeder, 
2010a).  
 
For the varying definitions of organisational culture, several themes are common: that it is 
intrinsically inflexible as members hold each assumption to be the absolute truth; it is 
determined by its members; it is shared by its members; and most members are unaware 
of the key critical assumptions (Smith & Shilbury, 2004; Hofstede, Neuijen, Ohayv, & 
Sanders, 1990; Langan-Fox & Tan, 1997; Schein, 2010). Schein’s model (1990) provides 
the best access to these common themes and, as all definitions of organisational culture 
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eventually distil to identify the way a group operates, it is demonstrably useful because of 
its (1) account of the depth of these unconscious assumptions, and (2) ability to provide 
the investigative power to identify them. Argyris and Schon (1996) support this model, 
demonstrating that implicit assumptions guide behaviour by telling members how to 
perceive, think and feel about things. Recognizing visible and unconscious cultural 
elements can illustrate causes of conflicts facing the organisation, which are areas 
requiring support for change. 
 
Utilising Schein’s Model of Organisational Culture within a Sports Context 
Given that all existing models of organisational culture have been developed within the 
business industry, their applicability within a sport context can be justified if their 
differences to businesses do not contradict or broach the requirements for a culture to 
exist. Whilst sports organisations can appear dispersed, informal or comprised of disparate 
groups, their composition of people who do interact to share learning and meanings does 
define them as possessing a culture (Schein, 2010). However, when assessing the culture 
of a sports organisation, consideration must be given to the unique structure of groups, 
large to small, how the content of the culture is to be measured, and the context of the 
sport itself (Martin, 2002, Maitland et al., 2015). 
Schein’s formal definition of culture (2010) does not provide limits to the size or location of 
the social unit to which it can be applied, and so defines a macroculture as a larger social 
unit, such as a nation, ethnic group or religions that share artefacts, values and 
assumptions. So whilst individuals can belong to a sports organisation such as a club that 
subjects them daily to the learning and pressures of that organisation’s culture, they are 
also simultaneously engaged in and influenced by larger macrocultures of their nation’s or 
religion’s view of that sport. 
 
A sport itself can be considered a macroculture if: there is a shared acceptance of rules 
and regulations that guides member behaviour; members are trained in the same way to 
the same skill set and values; members share deeper assumptions regarding the nature of 
truth, time, space, human nature and human relationships; norms develop around the 
distribution of influence, authority and power; and a social order develops (Schein, 2010). 
Even though actual norms of a sport will differ from culture to culture, sport as a 
macroculture is weaker than those relating to nation, ethnicity and religion, as whilst most 
sports influence participants to challenge their deeply held assumptions around their 
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existence, a sport would need to be engaged with extensively to be considered “a way of 
life”. Some martial arts and yoga embrace physical and spiritual interaction in daily 
practice, however most sports would require extensive athlete participation and reflection 
to be considered being more than a superficial macroculture (Hoftstede & Hofstede, 2005). 
Further investigation is required to determine the effect of the sport itself on the cultures of 
organisations that form around that sport, however, sport has been used as a symbolic 
and emotional appeal to create unifying common values within the macrocultures of 
nations (Hofstede & Hofstede, 2005), such as the 1990 Berlin Marathon whose route 
deliberately criss-crossing the line of the recently fallen Berlin Wall could be seen as an 
effort to tie the two Germanys back together (Houlihan, 1997). Therefore consideration for 
the macro context of nations, regions and races should be taken when attempting to 
understand an organisation (Schein, 2010). 
 
Schein’s definition of organisational culture (2010) also accounts for smaller social units 
within an organisation, defining them as subcultures. Schein details that many of a 
subculture’s assumptions will be shared with the total organisation, but when an 
organisation diversifies into different tasks that require the input from specialists or 
functions simultaneously in multiple regions, subcultures will form as members share 
learning from experiences only accessible to that subculture. 
 
Schein (2010) further identifies three generic subcultures in all organisations: Operators 
that assume people are the critical resource that run the organisation and in a sports 
context this would be coaches; Engineering/Designers that want the organisation to 
operate using systems and products that do not require human intervention and, in a 
sporting context, this could be sports scientists, administrative staff and selectors; and 
Executives, who focus on the necessity to maintain the financial health of the organisation, 
which, in a sporting context, could include General Managers, Directors and CEOs. The 
concept of subcultures is important, as the operation within an organisation is most often 
the interaction of subcultures under the larger umbrella of the organisation’s culture. 
Schein (2010) argues that for an organisation to be effective, it must have all subcultures 
aligned with each other to effectively contribute to total organisational effectiveness. 
In a sports context, the operator subculture of a team of athletes and their coach 
experience and learn from the training and competition only accessible to them. The 
team’s subculture is likely to develop differently to the wider club, creating friction with 
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other subcultures that must be managed by sharing the learning from their experiences 
across the club (Smith et al., 2012). 
 
Schein (2010) further defines microcultures evolving from smaller groups within a 
subculture from sharing more specific tasks and personal histories, and the group 
requiring a high degree of interdependency to achieve goals. In a sporting context the 
microculture of a team or a position, such as Forwards in Rugby (Johnson et al., 2013) 
have a tighter operating methodology due to their more specific goals than for the general 
goals of a team’s subculture. A microcultures tighter operation will create a distinct culture 
that often initially rejects outsiders who have to undergo a strong indoctrination into the 
way the group operates before being accepted, if at all (Zevenbergen et al., 2002). 
Coaches working closely together, such as a football team possessing a forwards, backs, 
and kicking coaches, can form a microculture that develops into a larger sub-culture when 
those coaches share their experiences with coaches outside of their team. Coaches have 
used microculture strategies to isolate teams when training in order to develop closer 
member interaction, reduce the influence of alternative methods and goals, ultimately to 
align the assumptions of individual team members (Johnson et al., 2013). The stronger 
cultures that result, will improve performance if the coach’s proposed methods are suitable 
to achieve success (Schein, 2010), but also increase the misalignment to their club or 
association’s culture creating stress and conflict. Therefore it is essential for coaches and 
administrators to understand how strategies that strengthen culture and improve 
performance, will concurrently impact on the cultures around them.  
 
Schein’s (2010) model of interacting cultures of any size creating the context in which an 
organisation operates, also provides the dimensions of the cultural content that are to be 
measured. As culture performs critical functions for an organisation, as the assumptions 
that help serve these functions and allow the culture to survive, create the content that is 
to be assessed in order to draw any meaningful conclusions (Schein, 2010). Hence 
Schein’s methodology seeks to identify how an organisation survives in and adapts to the 
external environment, and how internal processes are integrated to ensure the capacity to 
continue to survive and adapt. Schein (2010) extrapolates this model to best consider a 
culture by examining challenges that the organisation overcame throughout its whole 
history and, ultimately, the assumptions that were created or modified during this process. 
In dealing with the challenges from its external environment, an organisation can develop 
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consensus around its mission and strategy, goals, means to attain its goals, how to 
measure progress towards the goals and the appropriate remedial or repair strategies if 
goals are not met. If the assumptions of subcultures are not aligned, conflict can damage 
performance or inspire adaptations from new learning. Internally, an organisation must 
manage its internal relationships if it is to survive, learn and grow. Members must develop 
consensus: around a common language and conceptual categories; about the definition of 
group boundaries and criteria for inclusion and exclusion; about how to distribute power, 
authority and status; regarding the norms of trust, intimacy, friendship and love; how 
rewards and punishments are to be allocated; and how to give meaning to unexplainable 
and uncontrollable events (Schein, 2010). Coaches must work within the cultural 
boundaries of other members, the organisations history and expectations, if they are to 
improve their athlete’s performances (Jones & Wallace, 2005). 
 
In a sporting context, external challenges are less the opposing teams, and more the 
challenges to the whole organisation’s survival. In professional sports organisations and in 
VRSO’s, the most prevalent external challenge is the financial security the organisation 
requires to survive (Burton, 2009). Groups are established by leaders to overcome 
external challenges (Schein, 2010), and with success the group is more likely to survive 
and grow into a more formal organisation. Whilst the leader must balance the external and 
internal needs of the organisation, success will continue to be judged on the performance 
over external factors such as revenue and profit or in a sporting context, the win/loss ratio 
and results of athletes (Johnson et al., 2013). A leader will be abandoned not if they 
cannot manage internal dissent, but if they are not considered successful (Schein, 2010). 
Hence, leadership competency and performance can be assessed against the issues that 
face the group, but consideration must be given to the concept of success. Therefore, 
sporting organisations must consciously define the terms of coaching success and 
coaches must be willing to accept the definition and be able to modify the existing culture 
to achieve it. This study’s focus on the interaction between a sporting organisation and 
their coaches requires further consideration of the often informal leadership role of 
coaches within sporting organisations. 
 
The Coach as a Leader of a Culture 
Most organisational cultures are founded on the learning of a group working with a founder 
or leader (Schein, 2010), a member that is influential in shaping the behaviour and values 
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of others to create, embed, evolve and manipulate their culture (Armenakis et al., 2011). 
Schroeder (2010) found that athletic coaches can have a significant impact on the culture 
of their team, exerting influence due to their personality, position, and operation, but not 
necessarily their success (Kellett, 1999). As a culture matures, members relish its stability 
and structure, and its ability to provide meaning, and the culture may start to specify the 
type of leadership that will be accepted. This stability and requirement for a coach to be 
accepted by their athletes can conflict with the leader’s role to assess any cultural 
elements that appear dysfunctional and then overcome their own organisation’s culture by 
increasing its normal evolution speed with forced culture change programs (Schein, 2010). 
Hence, effective leadership requires coaches to steer their culture to further success 
without damaging its stability. However, sports coaches also possess the best position to 
influence a group to change via persuasive communication, creating opportunities for 
active participation, and to manage external information (Armenakis et al., 2011). This role 
as a leader that can transform followers into leaders transcends existing organisational 
culture (Kellett, 1999). The culture within a sports organisation that primarily consists of 
athletes, regardless of athlete ability or coach remuneration (Kellett, 1999), is therefore 
principally lead by the coaches of those athletes. This demonstrates the necessity for 
coaches and organisations to understand their culture. An existing coach needs to be able 
to easily and accurately assess the culture within which they operate so that dysfunctions 
can be identified and improvement interventions instituted, and a new coach must 
consider adapting their personality and planning to more effectively fit into the culture in a 
way so that their proposals will be accepted. Concurrently, an organisation needs to be 
able to easily and accurately assess their operating culture, not only so that it can be 
improved, but more importantly so that new leaders can be chosen that will fit the existing 
culture yet have the skills and personality to successfully affect culture change. Hence, the 
focus of this study to better understand the culture of sports organisations is necessary to 
better understand how to best fit coaches into sporting organisations. 
 
Conclusion 
Culture is an influential and often invisible foundation of every organisation. Culture’s 
pervasive effect on its members can be assessed using methods derived from the 
business industry, yet theoretically account for the volunteer-run organisations in sporting 
contexts (Grabowski et al., 2014). While the number of studies on the culture of sports 
organisations has been increasing (Maitland et al., 2015) many studies focus only on the 
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observable manifestations of culture and do not identify basic assumptions. Given the 
necessity of identifying assumptions to accurately gain any understanding of an 
organisation’s culture, this study seeks to ascertain if Schein’s organisational culture 
methodology accurately and appropriately uncovers the assumptions existing within a 
volunteer-run sports organisation. The assumptions that are effectively identified will yield 
insight into the operation of the organisation, and most interestingly, the interaction and 
influence between coaches and their organisation. 
 
Research Questions 
 
The aim of the current study is to identify the underlying cultural elements that determine 
how and why a successful VRSO operates as it does. These cultural elements will be 
categorised from the perspectives of influential club leaders and members gathered 
through a series of individual and focus group interviews using Schein’s organisational 
culture methodology (2010). The potential use of the adopted methodology in assessing 
the culture of similar VRSOs is then discussed. It is proposed that through this study, it will 
be possible to fully illustrate the chosen VSROs organisational culture, and in this process, 
explore the “fit” between the organisation and its coaches. 
 
Three primary research questions served to direct this investigation: 
1. What defines the culture of a volunteer-run sporting organisation (VRSO)? 
2. Is Schein’s methodology used to assess organisational culture appropriate to apply 
and accurate? 
3. How do coaches and their organisation in the selected VSRO influence each other’s 
operation? 
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Research Methods 
Assessment of organisational culture must use methods that allow for unconscious 
assumptions to be uncovered, as they are the root from which every individual’s values 
and actions stem (Schein, 2010). Whether it be through a questionnaire or in person, 
asking members of an organisation to report what they see and know does not access the 
basic reasons that they consider as blindingly obvious or even do not consider at all. It 
takes an investigator to facilitate this required depth of uncovering, through questioning 
that asks members to consider the operation of themselves and the organisation from 
different perspectives, always looking to determine why anything is valued.  
Methodology that relies on sorting gathered data into categories can provide order, but the 
categories abstraction may become too simple and may not adequately reflect observed 
phenomena (Maitland et al., 2015; Schein, 2010). Oversimplification then provides a 
narrower view than the broad set of dimensions necessary to analyse influential and 
invasive phenomena such as organisational cultures. Schein (2010) identifies several 
problems in the use of surveys to assess organisational culture: distilling many dimensions 
into a single survey may miss relevant elements and not provide any indication of the 
effect of those elements; respondents may hide or steer their answers; respondents may 
understand or interpret questions differently; culture only manifests itself during interaction 
and, therefore, individual responses will be superficial; respondents may not be 
representative of the organisation or the subcultures within it; dimensions are separated 
and do not reveal interaction or integration into the whole system; their impact may have 
unknown consequences that may be undesirable or destructive; and their use requires 
follow-up action by managers. However, Schein (2010) acknowledges that surveys may be 
useful and appropriate when comparing several cultures through some element of 
performance in particular dimensions, or when the survey provides stimulus for deeper 
analysis or allows testing for the presence of suspected subcultures and when educating 
members of the importance of certain dimensions. 
 
Schein’s organisational culture methodology (2010) is less reliant on categorisation, 
instead focused on reaching deeper levels of shared tacit assumptions held by the 
organisation’s members. As culture is a set of assumptions shared within a group, 
discovering those assumptions requires the observation of a group process where 
consensus can be tested to validate the responses from individual interviews, and to more 
quickly uncover shared assumptions that are invisible and unseen to its members and 
  
  22 
outsiders (Schein, 2010). Hence this study used focus groups to derive the qualitative 
responses required for an assessment of organisational culture. Additionally, qualitative 
interviews were used to determine the assumptions of those members that were influential 
at the club during its history, and who would have altered the responses of other members 
in a focus group setting (Bryman, 2004; Schein, 2010). 
 
When facilitating focus groups and interviews, consideration must be given to how a 
facilitator best deals with assumptions that are uncovered during the discussions. As the 
underlying assumptions in a culture are taken for granted by its members, their uncovering 
can upset members who consider the information as private or can raise questions that 
may never have been considered (Schein, 2010). Anthropologists have a strong tradition 
in applied anthropology of participant observation that attempts to minimise their influence 
on the culture they observe by spending more time as residential observers, however the 
required skill and time of such a methodology is not economical. Ashkanasy et al. (2000) 
and Schein (2010) identify alternative methods to uncover assumptions, such as drawing 
observations from the data revealed when people ask for help through the diagnostic 
intervention of psychologists, however this study seeks a methodology that can be more 
applied by non-psychologists. To account for the researcher’s impact on the organisation 
they are studying, Ashkanasy et al., (2000) defines three routes a researcher can take into 
an organisation: infiltration, formal research role, and formal clinical role. Each of these 
routes seeks deeper insight that reduces the danger of the researcher projecting their own 
meanings onto the culture being studied. As an infiltrator, a researcher remains long 
enough in an organisation to understand meanings or forge new relationships with 
informants able to provide the required depth of information. However, creating trusting 
relationships requires time and the researcher has to offer something in return, normally 
feedback. Formally offering feedback in a research role again requires a large commitment 
of time and presence to form useful relationships, and the research goal can be pressured 
towards focusing on organisational improvement. In a clinical or consulting role, the issues 
to be addressed are initially defined by the client, narrowing the researcher’s consideration 
of elements that are not recognised by the client (Schein, 1999), and requires the research 
to be done with the organisation’s direct involvement to allow for deciphering deeper 
cultural layers.  
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The researcher in this current study was in a unique position to assess a specific 
organisation’s culture while still having the involvement and cooperation of the 
organisation. The researcher had held a volunteer coaching position in the organisation for 
30 months prior to the commencement of the investigation, allowing for trust to already be 
established with all members who were suitable as interviewees and/or informants. As 
entry to the organisation had not only been gained but was welcomed and supported, 
more probing and forceful interview techniques could be used to uncover deeply held 
assumptions without jeopardising the relationships between the researcher, interviewees 
and the organisation. 
 
The researcher’s advantageous position in the investigated organisation was one of two 
main reasons it was chosen for this study, the other being the organisation’s 120 year 
history of survival and success. The organisation investigated was Toowong Rowing Club 
of Brisbane, Australia. The club was founded in 1888, relocated three times due to 
flooding and suspended from operating during both World Wars. The club currently leases 
land from Brisbane City Council for its boatshed on the Brisbane River at St Lucia.  At the 
time of the investigation, the club possessed 205 members and twelve life members, 
almost all active in rowing or coaching. The club is overseen by a management committee 
of six volunteers that care for the financial survival of the club, and provide operational and 
membership services to the members and the facility. The operation of the club informally 
groups around members of similar age and ability, but predominantly there are two most 
numerous subgroups of Masters members aged 27 to 90, and High Performance 
members aged 18 to 29. Each of these subgroups possess three volunteer coaches, but 
several other coaches were operating less consistently at the time of this study in smaller 
subgroups. The club facilities are maintained voluntarily by its members, though the club 
does possess an attached function room that is managed by an employee of the club. 
The club has been successful in its long term and recent history relative to other Australian 
rowing clubs in winning rowing races and its members gaining Queensland and Australian 
representation. Notably Toowong was the top ranked Australian club at the 2015 and 2016 
Australian Masters Championships (for athletes aged 27+), and at the 2015 Open 
Australian Rowing Championships. These results are enhanced when considering seven 
of the top ten clubs ranked at the 2015 Open Championships employed professional 
coaches, contrasting with the three volunteer coaches that Toowong possessed at the 
time. 
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This study was approved by the Toowong Rowing Club Chairman (Appendix 1), and 
received ethical clearance from the University of Queensland. An open invitation for club 
members to participate in the study was made with the display of an information sheet 
(Appendix 2), and specific invitations by the researcher were made to influential members 
for interviews. Informed consent was gained (Appendix 3) from each participant that 
volunteered after they had been supplied and read an information document (Appendix 4). 
 
Focus Group and Interview Methodology: 
 
Focus Group Delivery: 
(i) Participants 
Potential participants were approached by the investigator on the basis of their club 
membership. Representation was sought from members fulfilling any roles of all of the 
club’s sub groups. While the participants that volunteered were assessed to be open and 
trusting enough to form heterogeneous focus groups, two relatively homogenous groups 
formed from the club’s two main subgroups of Masters and High Performance (HP) 
members. This formation of the focus groups was predominantly based on the participant’s 
ability to attend the session, but did allow for the assessment of the extent to which each 
of the club’s main two subgroups’ assumptions were shared across the club (Schein, 
2010). 
 
The first group comprised seven participants, three female and four male aged between 18 
and 23, whose length of membership at the club ranged from three years to nine months, 
and who all trained in the club’s HP squads under three coaches. The second group 
comprised nine participants, five female, four male, and aged between 29 and 55. Length 
of membership at the club ranged from twenty five years to nine months, and all trained in 
the Master’s squads under three coaches or were in un-coached squads or simply were 
individuals. As the assumptions uncovered in the first two groups were similar and no sub-
group of the club was not represented, an additional focus group would not have 
generated significant new material to warrant its use (Bryman, 2004).  
 
(ii) Location 
The club possesses a function room that is used for club activities and for hire, and this 
provided a quiet space for discussion without distractions. Also, given the assessment 
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would initially focus on the visible elements in the club, meeting in the club could better 
stimulate perceptions, thoughts and feelings that were ordinarily implicit (Schein, 2010). 
 
(iii) Procedure 
The goal of the focus groups was for the participants to develop lists of artefacts, 
espoused values and assumptions about the club’s operation. Participants were given a 
ten minute presentation on the meetings’ purpose and concepts of organisational culture 
and the model that would be used to assess it. Openness of response was encouraged, 
and for the HP group, an experienced researcher not know to the group facilitated the 
discussion instead of the primary investigator.   Whilst the primary investigator satisfied the 
requirements for conducting the research and its focus groups as specified by Ashkanasy 
et al. (2000) and Schein (2010), their role as the primary coach of several of the HP 
participants required the facilitation of the HP group by an independent researcher. This 
decision was made to allow for more honest responses when participants were discussing 
the roles of the club’s coaches. 
 
Due to culture’s pervasiveness throughout every aspect of an organisation, the scope of 
the investigation was determined before discussions with participants occurred. Schein 
(2010) states that organisational culture assessments are too strenuous to be performed 
purely as an academic exercise, as they are too vast and participants do not engage with 
processes lacking direction and visible benefits to themselves. Instead, Schein argues, 
assessment should be directed to the organisations effectiveness in a particular area in 
order to constrain the investigation so that it reaches the deeper assumption level, and to 
determine how the culture impacts the identified area. However, this study was not 
designed to purely benefit the club and its participants, though members were assessed to 
be interested in all things club related and participants did consider it a valuable process. 
One of the intents of this study was to assess the accuracy and appropriateness of 
Schein’s organisational culture methodology (2010) to further organisations, requiring a 
determination of the benefit of assessing the whole culture instead of a particular area. 
Additionally, whilst this investigation will concludes that a full culture assessment requires 
too much resources, it was though the primary researcher’s position as already an insider 
would allow for discussions to reach deeper concepts quicker and pursue assumptions 
more comfortably. Hence, discussions were open to all aspects of the current and former 
operation within the organisation. 
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An extensive procedural guide for facilitating focus groups on organisational culture was 
constructed from the assessment model provided by Schein (2010), and is included as 
Appendix 5. As a summary, the group was facilitated to create a vehicle for their 
understanding in order to elicit the tacit assumptions that make up their culture, as the 
contextual meaning of each cultural element can only be understood by the members of 
that culture (Schein, 1999a, 2009a). This process began with the identification of all the 
visible items or artefacts that illustrate the operation of the organisation, for example, 
training mentality and expectations, athlete resilience, coach involvement and 
expectations, operation of management committee, relationships between the different 
squads, dress codes, physical layout of the club, demonstrable collateral, evident 
emotions in club members, how members are rewarded and punished, and what values 
come from these items regarding why things are done in a certain way. Each of these 
artefacts can have an espoused value impacting on why things are done a certain way, for 
example, artefacts around athlete independence elicit value statements regarding the 
benefit of lots of communication between coach and athlete. 
 
The assumption that underlies each value was then identified by considering if all artefacts 
were explained by espoused values, or if there were artefacts that conflicted with the 
articulated values or there was non-consensus indicating different underlying assumptions. 
For example, an espoused value of continuous athlete development may conflict with an 
artefact of some athletes receiving no coaching attention, which may elicit a shared 
assumption that an athlete has to complete a large amount of training before a coach will 
help them. Identifying assumptions relies on the facilitator to open discussions about how 
the culture operates that participants may never have considered (Schein, 2010). 
 
The session ends when the group and facilitator feel they have identified the major 
assumptions and participants are clear on what is an assumption (Schein, 2010). 
Session audio was recorded and transcribed using professional services, operating with 
measures to anonymise the identity of all participants. 
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Interview Delivery: 
(i) Participants 
Potential interviewees were approached by the investigator because of their length of club 
membership, especially if they were members during periods of significant change or 
stress on the club such as the 1974 Brisbane River flood or post World War 2 period, and 
because of their leadership positions and roles during that history. These interviewees 
were not invited to participate in a focus group as they possessed the respect, personality 
and/or authority that may have limited or influenced discussion if they were in the group. 
Additionally, these individuals are a significant source of historical information and it took 
the full two hour interview duration to cover this information to the required depth. 
Together, the membership of the interviewed participants covered every year from 1946 to 
2015, whilst individually most were directly involved in the operation of the club for five to 
fifteen year periods, in-between periods of social membership or absence. The five male 
interviewees ranged in age from 28 to 85. 
 
(ii) Location 
Interviews were conducted in spaces most convenient to the participants and included the 
club’s function room, interviewee residences, and work offices. 
 
(iii) Procedure 
The goal of the interviews was for the participants to discuss artefacts, espoused values 
and assumptions about the club’s operation. Participants were given briefing on the 
study’s purpose and organisational culture concepts, and the model that would be used in 
assessing the culture. Anonymity was emphasised to encourage open responses. The 
procedural guide for facilitating focus groups on organisational culture (Appendix 5) 
developed by Schein (2010) was used as the framework for a semi-structured interview 
style in order to guide discussion so as to determine the assumptions each interviewee 
possessed regarding their involvement and observations of the club’s operation. Whilst 
Schein (2010) considers interviews as less valid means to assess culture than groups, 
these members were the only access to the assumptions behind the operation of the club 
at several influential periods. 
The interview duration ranged from 95 to 190 minutes, and session audio was recorded 
and transcribed using professional services operating with measures to anonymise the 
identity of all participants. 
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Coding and Interpretation 
 
The transcripts gathered from the interviews and focus groups were analysed qualitatively 
using grounded theory, as detailed by Sparkes and Smith (2016), and used in sports 
research by Smith and Shilbury (2004) and Cruickshank et al. (2013), in a process 
developed from Bryman (2004) and Hsieh and Shannon (2005). In step 1 of the process, 
the research questions identified in the Introduction were generated after considering 
literature on organisational culture. Step 2 of theoretical sampling was performed by 
generating a focus group/interview structure and discussion points using Schein’s (2010) 
methodology, as seen in Appendix 5. In step 3, the focus groups and interviews were 
recorded and transcribed to obtain data. The coding of the data in step 4 was composed of 
two parts, where the initial open coding required almost every line of transcript to have a 
concept statement created that labelled the quotation within the context of the surrounding 
discussion and consensus, and secondly categorised that statement as an artefact, 
espoused value or assumption. An example of the artefact, espoused value and 
assumption statement generated from the transcript data is presented in Figure 1. 
Specifically regarding assumption statements, each was generated conventionally (Hsieh 
& Shannon, 2005) from discussions primarily in the focus groups but also in the interviews, 
or from the researcher inferring statements that covered concepts raised in several 
different discussions. While open coding generates a vast number of codes and concepts, 
it is recommended by Charmaz (2004) in order to stay in contact with the perspectives and 
interpretations of all the data, and so previously identified dimensions of sporting cultures 
(Smith & Shilbury, 2004) were not used. The second part of step 4 was the focused coding 
of common or revealing concepts into new or more abstract concepts, in order to define 
individual artefact, espoused values and assumption concepts. Steps 5 and 6 preceded 
further focused coding, where the comparison of concepts generated ten main, and many 
minor, categories that allowed for the categorisation of each concept. Contradictions or 
conflict between concepts generated by the different focus groups and interviewees were 
minimal, where assumptions were especially common across all participants. Hence, it 
was determined that no further data collection was necessary (steps, 8, 9, 10). It is at this 
stage of the grounded theory process that the artefacts, espoused values and 
assumptions were clear enough to be defined as the culture of the organisation (Schein, 
2010). Steps 7 – 12 of a grounded theory process can be used to develop hypotheses and 
theories around the operation and roles of volunteers and coaches, but Schein’s method 
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(2010) instead diverges to use the cultural assessment to identify cultural aids and 
hindrances, and then make decisions on the steps the organisation should then take to 
improve its operation. However these final steps of the grounded theory process and of 
Schein’s methodology are beyond the scope of this study and so were not performed. 
 
Specifically regarding the analysis of assumptions in steps 4a and 4b of the 
grounded theory process, the strength of each assumption was identified by its 
consensus and prevalence across all respondents. In the few instances where 
there was no initial consensus amongst the focus group participants, further 
discussion clarified deeper assumptions that were found to be similar across 
participants. Additionally, each assumption was entered into a Mindmap 
(iMindMap 7 Ultimate, Open Genius, UK) in order to explore the links between 
each and to identify themes. Also, to construct the assumption Mindmap (Figure 
2), the links between assumptions identified those dependent on others to occur 
or explained another assumption at a deeper level, thereby identifying the most 
underlying assumptions that are critical to defining the culture (Schein, 2010). 
 
The critical assumption concept statements are defined as the organisation’s culture 
(Schein, 2010), and an example of the statements generated from the focus group and 
interview discussions is presented in Figure 1. The example illustrates the type of artefact, 
espoused value and assumption statements generated from the transcript data, and the 
link between superficial artefacts to cultural values raised in the discussions, through to the 
assumptions that required more facilitation to uncover. 
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Figure 1 Example flow of Artefact to Espoused Value to Assumption statements, with illustrative quotes. 
New members are ignored 
until they demonstrate 
consistent training 
attendance and effort.
ARTEFACTS …the people who get accepted into the group are not... they don't 
necessarily have to be good rowers or good athletes but they 
need to be seen to be doing all the work.
[Training} Continuously. So coming day after day or twice a day 
everyday, you know, that is a significant hurdle that sort of weeds 
people out [of the squad].
Training consistency and attitude 
are valued highly, as they are the 
two attributes most required for 
long-term membership, and for 
positive contributions to the success 
of the group in training and racing.
People who are sort of a bit flaky, disappearing, making 
excuses or they are generally, they take a long time to 
become part of the group.
Most of the people in the group, probably just choose who 
they want to train with based on who they enjoy training 
with.
ESPOUSED VALUES
Conforming to the 
established group’s 
expectations is the 
only path to being 
accepted by the group.
Because if you wanted to be part of the group you had to conform 
to that.
So people joining the group, they look at who’s got success and they 
conform to their values as a way of trying to emulate that or as a 
way of trying to get that for themselves.
Being part of a 
successful group will 
improve an 
individual’s chance of 
success.
ASSUMPTIONS
Your underpinning assumption is that you can still get there [to 
success], even if you don't necessarily agree with the coach, because 
you're in a group that's going along that path.
The assumption might be about you need to train against the best to 
be the best and then "If I'm better than you and then you're better 
than me, then we are both going to get better”.
Homogeneous 
operation indicates 
consistency and ability, 
two factors that reduce 
threats from outsiders.
We demand more respect at a regatta. If you sit at the start line and 
you look across and see [other clubs], you expect them to be slow. 
Toowong is known to race hard.
It's a basis representation of being part of something, being part of 
machine. Rowing is being part of a machine.
Acceptance into the 
group is so important as 
members are choosing 
people that strengthen 
the operation and 
success of the club.
Whereas if that expectation is not set by the wider group then new 
people coming in, they don’t need to go to that length to conform 
to that.
I guess you're also assuming that people are trying their hardest. 
You're assuming that everyone's giving all they can.
Yes, a trust in coaches, but a trust of club mates and a trust of 
squad mates.
Success as race results and success transferred through associated 
membership imply that the member’s identity is successful, that 
they correctly chose what club to join and to operate in the way 
they were influenced to, that they have achieved something true 
and valuable, and ultimately that they have value.
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Potential Issues Relating to the Research Methods 
 
Prior to conducting the focus groups and interviews, the following issues were identified as 
having potential impact, but considered to pose minimal risk to the participants and the 
organisation by the University of Queensland’s Ethical Clearance process (HMS15/1510). 
- If the organisation and participants did not understand what they were willing to 
reveal or if the information released was inaccurate, then harm may have come 
from increased tension between members or the creation of an undesirable 
impression for those outside the membership (Ashkanasy et al., 2010). This 
could also then lead to the investigation being based on incorrect information. 
However, given the observed relationship strength between the club’s members, 
such tension was assessed as unlikely to cause irreparable damage. 
- Also, given the organisation’s top rank in the primary competitions for its two 
main subgroups in 2015 (High Performance and Masters), any impression 
uncovered by this project is most likely to be implemented by comparable 
organisations, rather than damage the organisation’s reputation. 
- Given the organisations success, there was the risk that uncovering 
myths or ideals about the influential participants that have created past 
success may be destroyed by the analysis. However, it was assessed 
that any cultural elements that were incorrect would eventually be 
uncovered by the members at a later date, hence the investigation 
posed minimal risk to the organisation. 
- Any concern that an accurate investigation would identify information 
that is seen to drive the success of the organisation and could then be 
implemented by competing organisations, was negated by considering 
the open principles of the purpose of sport that elevate the goals of the 
public above that of any organisation, and any such information is 
often thought should be freely available. 
- Given the Primary Investigator’s role as a coach at the organisation 
investigated, there could be concern for the abuse of the relationship 
between the investigation and participants, especially when recruiting 
participants. This concern was addressed by asking each participant to 
respond to a participation invitation that clearly stated the lack of 
obligation and anonymity of their involvement; and the facilitation by a 
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secondary researcher of the focus group comprising participants that 
the Primary Investigator coaches. 
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Findings 
The first aim of this study was to define the culture of a volunteer-run sports organisation. 
The methodology utilised to determine the culture created an output of statements 
articulating its artefacts, espoused values and assumptions as exemplified in Figure 1. In 
total, 505 distinct statements of Artefacts, 395 Espoused Values, and 209 Assumptions 
were identified form all focus group and interview transcripts. These statements were then 
grouped into eight distinct categories and two to ten sub-categories, based on their 
reference to an operation or concept during the focus group and interview discussions 
(Charmaz, 2004). The identified categories and sub-categories are listed in Table 1. As 
per Schein’s methodology (2010), further sorting of all the statements occurred if they 
were seen to relate to or explain other categories that were not the topic of discussion. 
Using examples from Figure 1, the assumption that homogeneous operation create the 
consistency and ability to reduce threats from outsiders, was uncovered during a 
discussion about how the HP feel and act when representing the club at races. However 
this assumption does help explain the espoused value that the club members place on 
high training consistency and good attitude to rowing, when the focus group discussed the 
artefact of how new members are ignored before being accepted into the club. Hence the 
assumption was also categorised within the sub-category of Recruitment/Acceptance of 
the Sub-Group category. The applicability of statements to multiple categories does 
indicate the necessity of a culture assessment that is broad enough to uncover all 
influential assumptions (Schein, 2010) and open coding methods that allow them to be 
effectively sorted into categories that create accurate conclusion (Charmaz, 2004). 
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Table 1 – Artefact, Espoused Values, Assumptions 
Categories and Sub-Categories 
Physical Club 
 Memorabilia 
 Boatshed 
 Function Room 
 Pontoon 
 Gym 
 Club Expansion 
 Change Rooms/Toilets 
 Bicycles 
 Boats and Oars 
 Brisbane River 
  
Club History 
 Location 
 Operation 
 Influential Members 
 State and National Representation 
 1974 Flood 
 Fundraising 
 WW1 and WW2 
  
Club Operation 
 Financial Requirements 
 Organisational Structure 
 How members view the club 
  
Interpersonal 
 Gender 
 Identity 
 Conflict between members 
 What earns respect? 
 Interpersonal relationships 
  
Sub-Groups 
 Former High Performance Squad 
 Current High Performance Squad 
 Masters Groups 
 Approach to training/racing 
 Squad Composition 
 Recruitment/Acceptance 
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 Balancing rowing with life 
 Quitting 
  
Leadership 
 Informal 
 Management Committee composition and operation 
  
Coaches 
 Ambition and motivation 
 Enforcement of expectations, values, methods, structure 
 Self-directed coach operation 
 From club's perspective: 
   - Expectations of club and athletes 
   - Assessing coaches operation and attributes 
   - Formal designation as leaders 
   - Coach attributes that best fit the club 
   - Support provided 
   - Coaching structure 
   - Coach remuneration 
  
Contributing/Volunteering 
 How members contribute 
 Why members contributions are necessary 
 Why members contribute 
 What members expect from their contribution 
 How does the club view/expect contribution 
 How does the club recognise contribution 
 What creates good contributors 
 
 
209 Assumption statements were created from the analysis of the discussions collected 
from the focus group and interview procedure or after consideration of the Artefact and 
Espoused Value statements within the context of each discussion. Some of these 
statements were redundant, and many could be further explained with a deeper 
assumption, hence were deemed to not be critical to identifying the organisation’s culture 
(Schein, 2010). The consideration of all the assumptions distilled 45 that are critical to 
identifying the organisation’s culture, as per Schein’s definition of organisational culture 
and methodology to assess it. This study defines a Critical Assumption as one that can 
explain other assumptions and requires no deeper explanation. Whilst the identified 
Critical Assumption statements could have potentially been reduced by combining them 
with others to create even deeper statements, it would have been at the expense of their 
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simplicity and interrelatability and so was not performed. As the assumptions formulated 
by the participants when using Schein’s (2010) methodology are seen as “the visible 
articulation of the cultural essences that have been identified”, as such they have been 
used to define the organisation’s culture and thus answer the first research question of this 
study. To assist in the analysis of the identified assumptions to answer this study’s 
research question regarding the club and its coaches influencing each other’s operation, 
the 45 Critical Assumptions were then grouped using a Mindmap (iMindMap 7 Ultimate, 
Open Genius, UK) in Figure 2, and are listed in Appendix 7. Critical Assumptions were 
grouped around common concepts based on their origin and applicability to further explain 
each other (Schein, 2010), even though they may have been identified during the 
discussion of vastly different topics. This grouping assists the process of defining a large 
and complex culture using only 45 statements. The common concepts are 
Volunteering/Contributing, Involvement for Enjoyment, The Influence of Success, and 
Social Interaction. The links between each critical assumption in blue indicates their 
relative depth and association to each other and to a common concept in yellow. For 
example, the assumption statement ‘the club cannot survive financial mismanagement’ is 
grouped at the Volunteering/Contributing concept as it is a reason why members volunteer 
to perform tasks that could be paid in other organisations, such as repairing boats and 
fundraising. This assumption is then linked to ‘The club is 100% responsible for its 
financial health’, as a deeper assumption that considers the club member’s observation of 
other rowing clubs closing because their members were not willing to contribute to the 
fundraising or maintenance required for its survival, and the history of the club only being 
reformed by its members after the World Wars and the 1974 Brisbane River Flood. Further 
assumptions link to the deepest reasons why the club’s members contribute to its financial 
survival, their needs for the social acceptance and personal identity that the club provides. 
 
 
 
 
  
  37 
 
Figure 2 Critical Assumption Mindmap 
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Discussion 
Three primary research questions served to direct this investigation: 
1. What defines the culture of a volunteer-run sporting organisation (VRSO)? 
2. Is Schein’s methodology used to assess organisational culture appropriate to apply 
and accurate? 
3. How do coaches and their organisation in the selected VSRO influence each other’s 
operation? 
 
 
1. What defines the culture of a volunteer-run sporting organisation (VRSO)? 
 
Schein (2010) defines the assumptions formulated using his methodology as the culture of 
the organisation. This is because assumptions are the manifestations of all the essences 
of that culture, they are the root of the meanings members place on every aspect of their 
operation (Smith et al., 2012), and they can explain how an organisation functions (Schein, 
2010). The assumptions listed in Appendix 7 define the culture of the organisation 
investigated in this study. Considering the accuracy of the assessment procedure, the 
assumptions present a distilled snapshot of all the operations of the club and its members 
at the time of investigation, as they can explain why the organisation acts as it does. The 
critical assumptions in Figure 1 exemplify the manifestations of deep assumptions 
becoming articulated by the organisation and its members, becoming visible in how 
members operate. Deep assumptions in Figure 2 about the confirmation that a member’s 
identity is valuable if the club they operate in is successful and survives, are the root to 
why members voluntarily contribute to its operation and financial survival. The network of 
critical assumptions in Figure 2 illustrate how the club forms around shared experiences 
and meanings of success in training and racing, as well as how members interact with 
each other and their external environment. These critical assumptions form an interrelated 
network around four main concepts labelled Social Interaction, Involvement for Enjoyment, 
The Influence of Success and Volunteering/Contributing. Notably each of these concepts 
that the members hold as their most critical assumptions, contrast with many of the club’s 
espoused values that place more importance on training and racing to achieve outright 
results. Delving into the identified critical assumptions, many refer to members being 
involved with the club to achieve enjoyment, to interact with other people that do not 
threaten the value of their identity, and as a way for their life to have some meaningful 
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value presently and into the future. These assumptions reach a depth beyond the 
operation and importance of the club and the sport itself, indicating that members involved 
in this club, in this sport, do so as a way of life (Hoftstede & Hofstede, 2005). By reaching 
a depth that goes beyond the relevance of the organisation’s operation, this club’s culture 
could be compared to the culture of another organisation regardless of their aims for profit, 
being in a non-sporting industry or whether they are run by volunteers or professionals. A 
strong consensus around assumptions and values indicates a pervasive and influential 
culture (Schein, 1993). Within each group’s discussion, and across all the responses of 
this investigation, there was a strong consensus amongst the participants of the validity of 
the identified assumptions, due to minimal articulation of opposing viewpoints. This 
indicates a high prevalence of common assumptions, and low incidence of conflicting 
assumptions, requirements for a strong and pervasive culture (Schein, 2010). The strength 
of the consensus indicate that the shared learning experiences have been significant, and 
the pervasiveness indicate the learning involved a large proportion of the organisation 
(Smith et al., 2012). Assumptions and values that were prevalent and consensual across 
the focus groups and discussions, included the positive and high-standard training 
environment, the beneficial involvement and relationships between members in different 
squads, the value of coaches at all levels throughout the club’s history, and that some 
coaches work better with some athletes/squads. Uncovered assumptions explain the 
visible artefacts of sub-cultures forming within the club’s training squads of members of 
similar age and ability. Each of the sub-cultures is based on the specific experiences and 
learning only available to them (Schein, 2010), and whilst club members assume that other 
members are supporting them, there are few artefacts of the interaction between members 
of different sub-cultures. However, the presence of common assumptions across sub-
cultures illustrates the existence of some avenue of influence throughout the club.  
 
Influence can be attributed to the similarity of experiences training and competing, and the 
sport of rowing itself, and though the similar expectations of each of the coaches involved 
in those sub-cultures. As the lead setters of expectations within their sub-culture, the club’s 
coaches were described by participants as operating with similar assumptions. Further 
investigation into all of the club coaches would be necessary to determine if their 
assumptions are common due to their similar backgrounds and philosophies towards their 
role club and sport. The strength of the club’s culture is validated by its success in its 
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rowing performances and its long-term survival, outcomes of strong cultures also identified 
by Gordon and DiTomaso (1992) and Pettigrew (1979). 
Whilst the critical assumptions listed in Appendix 7 define the whole club’s culture, this 
study is interested in those assumptions relating to the operation of volunteers, in 
particular coaches, within their organisation. Investigating the work done by volunteers, 
how the club defines the success of their efforts, and how their effort and success shapes 
a culture that continues to influence future members, is essential in understanding how 
this club operates as a representation of many other sporting clubs. 
 
Volunteering/Contributing 
As a club whose formal and informal leadership and operating roles are performed by 
volunteers, this study uncovered some strong assumptions regarding the contribution of 
members to the club. These assumptions refer to the club’s survival being wholly 
dependent on the work done by its members, so that the club can continue to provide for 
them. Participants also uncovered assumptions regarding the high value of volunteers 
work, and the club’s dependence on their contribution, similar to many non-profit 
organisations (Grabowski et al., 2014). 
 
The club’s survival is important to the club members due to several perceptions: the lack of 
a sustainable income stream, such as university backing or an attached restaurant or bar; 
the recent and long term history of the club having barely enough money to operate; the 
knowledge of the club having to shut down and then be rebuilt due to World Wars I and II, 
and the 1974 Flood; the desire to preserve an organisation that accepts and provides for 
members; and the desire to use a strong club for sustained or increased success. Stories 
relating to these factors are relayed from older to newer members in an effort to impose 
the importance of them, hence influence later members to operate in a way that benefits 
from their experience to keep the club afloat. Ultimately, by enhancing the club’s survival 
its members assume that it will become more successful over time, enhancing not only 
their rowing success by being able to train with better athletes and racing in higher quality 
crew boats, but at a deeper level their acceptance into a successful organisation implies 
they are automatically successful as well. This is why the club’s sub-groups support each 
other, and why acceptance is so important to new and existing members – members are 
choosing people that strengthen the operation and success of the club. At an even deeper 
level, actual success as race results and transferred success imply that the member’s 
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identity is successful, that they correctly chose what club to join and to operate in the way 
they influenced to, that they have achieved something true and valuable, and ultimately 
that they have value. 
 
Achieving success at a high level is enough to convince others that the member operates 
successfully, where continued success has more impact on being able to influence more 
members to operate in the same way instead of creating a legend. In this way, many 
members informally contribute to coach, to organise the shed, to fix boats, performing 
valuable tasks so that the club will survive, will continue to provide for them, and imply 
success through association. Artefacts were identified by participants of volunteers 
creating their own work to have something to occupy their time, and allowing them to 
assume that they could then have control over the amount of work they do and what 
defines success for that work. Associated artefacts identified members contributing 
through initiative, yet purposely not checking with the club if their work was warranted. This 
allows those volunteers to assume they should be able to retain control over their work 
and that the club would not ask another member or pay a professional to perform those 
tasks. These same assumptions was also found to be visible in the operation of some 
coaches, performing essential work to turn tasks that others do not want to do into the 
means to control a group.  
 
Conflict around assumptions related to volunteering arose when members assumed their 
effort was valued, but the operation of the club and its leaders indicated that it is not. This 
appears to be due to the individual valuating a task differently to the club or the club 
leadership not knowing the work being contributed. It was uncovered that rarely does the 
club’s leadership want to operate differently to the work being performed by volunteers, 
and the club actively tries to support the work of its volunteers. Volunteers welcomed any 
support from the club, though not as awards and public thanks, but as continued backing 
by the club and members to perform the tasks they were willing to do. When support was 
removed, there was stated to be interference in volunteer work or for others to receive 
recognition for their work. Hence when support was removed volunteers reverted to the 
assumption that there needs to be a return for their invested effort and so many stop 
volunteering. The role of volunteers therefore is informally managed by the club, they are 
allowed to conduct essential work, and share the club’s expectations for members to 
contribute, yet the club will withdraw support as a less confrontational method of shaping 
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their operation. This nuanced approach to management is a clear illustration of how the 
club and its volunteers influence each other’s operation. 
When comparing the organisational cultures of businesses and volunteer-run clubs, the 
requirement for the essential work performed by volunteers makes the alignment of 
assumptions within the organisation difficult. The use of mainstream human resource 
management practices that focus on paid workers often ignores the differences in 
motivation and satisfaction that differentiates volunteers in sporting organisations (Sheptak 
& Menaker, 2015). The alignment of assumptions must be achieved to reduce conflict 
between sub-cultures of an organisation (Schein, 2010), and is best performed by the 
organisation’s leaders. Due to members of business organisations engaged under the 
strong common assumption of remuneration for their effort, they have more clearly defined 
and narrower goals around profit than non-profit organisations (Kaiser et al., 2009). 
However, the participation of volunteers under more varied assumptions than those in 
business organisations (e.g. to further their own standing, to help others, to help their 
children, to help the sport), does create greater misalignment of assumptions than that of a 
business (Grabowski et al., 2014). Hence, the challenges for leaders to understand their 
volunteers assumptions around their contribution, even though volunteers have previously 
shown willingness to value subservience of the individual to the collective importance of 
the organisation (Smith & Shilbury, 2004). Leadership of volunteer organisations to align 
assumptions to a common direction in order to strengthen their culture and improve their 
operation and performance is therefore harder due to the difficulty in assessing the 
existing assumptions and values of members, and in making decisions that will already 
appeal to the critical mass of members required for change to occur (Grabowski et al., 
2014; Schein, 2010). 
 
The Influence of Success 
For any organisation success is the key element that drives members’ interaction and 
operation (Schein, 2010; Smith et al., 2012). Success is one of the essential aspects of 
any group, and whilst may not always be considered as outright results, as a unique 
characteristic of sports cultures, many assumptions do form around playing achievement 
and success (Smith & Shilbury, 2004). An increase in the investigated club’s membership 
over 2013-2016 illustrates the community’s perception is aligning with the assumptions 
within the club that it has something to offer and that members will be successful on and 
off the water. Assumptions were uncovered regarding successful programs and coaches 
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attracting new members, and either getting them aligned more quickly to that group’s 
operation or seeing them leave completely. Members are not given the opportunity to form 
their own group that would establish and champion assumptions about how to become 
successful that conflict with those of the club.  Whilst many identified artefact and 
espoused values referred to the club members focus on achieving results in rowing, the 
assumptions behind them defined success as wanting to enjoy their rowing, and to interact 
with those that share similar interests and outlooks to reinforce that their own interests and 
outlooks are valid. 
 
Culture is reinforced and grows stronger and more stable through this cyclical influence of 
success leading to members joining the club because it is successful, and then holding 
onto certain assumptions that gain them acceptance (Zevenbergen et al., 2002). The 
members continue to espouse those assumptions to others including new members in 
order to ratify their own membership and in order to form groups with the same 
assumptions. These groups then exert stronger influences to maintain such successful 
assumptions. 
 
The investigated club has been successful because the assumptions of the group, which 
have been strongly influenced by leaders and coaches, have proved to consistently create 
successful rowing performances, and this has been achieved in a way that has not 
conflicted with member’s social needs. Other clubs or organisations may have similarly 
formed around groups of members with similar assumptions, but their assumptions about 
their operation during training, racing, have not created successful rowing performances. 
In such a situation, it would be expected that the members proposing to operate along 
such assumptions will become less trusted and their further proposals to engage other 
members less successful (Schein, 2010). A member, such as a coach, trying to influence 
an organisation therefore must either propose methods of operating that create the 
intended success or they must influence the expectations of the organisation so that their 
proposals are seen as successful. The successful coaches in this study focus on 
delivering success on a daily basis because of their assumption that they will be seen as 
an influence able to propose interventions that create success. This study illustrated that 
especially for volunteer coaches who relatively lack positional power, daily interventions 
must focus on improving technical ability where feedback on the success of each proposal 
is delivered instantaneously by making the boat go faster or making the athlete feel more 
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comfortable or powerful. Such daily success strengthens the athlete’s assumptions that 
the coach has the skill to improve their technical ability, and also strengthens the coach’s 
belief in their ability to improve athletes, especially when many volunteers are seen to not 
possess the attributes required for their role (Grabowski et al., 2014). 
 
The Creation of the Club’s Culture 
Events throughout the investigated club’s 125 year history have been influential in its 
operation at the time they occurred and for many years afterwards. Several events that 
required large changes in the club’s operation, significantly influenced its culture, 
particularly World Wars I and II and the 1974 Brisbane River Flood. In each situation, 
informal and formal club leaders were forced to operate boldly in order to ensure the 
survival of the club and its culture. For example, the club was disbanded during the wars, 
potentially permanently, and then rebuilt by a few members that valued what the sport and 
club provided. These few members were bonded by common assumptions around the 
value of the club and the need for its members to work towards its recreation and 
operation. Due to the need for this extra-sport contribution, new members became 
accepted into the core group only when they demonstrated that they were willing and able 
to operate under the same assumptions, as has been found in other sports clubs 
(Zevenbergen et al., 2002). The core member group involved in the club’s re-creation 
carried on after the club’s operation became stable, continuing to influence the club 
through their roles on the management committee or as coaches.  
 
When a number of school-leavers joined the club through the 1960s, they were coached 
by members who had been heavily involved in the club’s re-creation after World War II. 
These coaches had themselves been coached by members that had rebuilt the club after 
World War I, and passed to the new members not just stories, but inspiration through their 
passion and value for the sport and their club. The power of these stories to assign value 
to assumptions about how club members should operate is rooted in the organisation’s 
history (Schroeder, 2010). When the club’s boatshed was washed away in 1974 the 
youngest members demonstrated that the assumption that a person needs to contribute in 
order to create something of value, had passed down through members over the previous 
40 years. They fundraised extensively for the following two years to rebuild the boatshed 
in a new location, while club members that did not share the same assumptions 
transferred to other sports or stopped rowing. The seriousness of these events to the 
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survival of the club created a common direction for all members, where particular 
operating methods were exemplified, and certain members took leading roles and 
subsequently continued to influence club members after the event.  
 
Many assumptions uncovered refer to the historical and current financial position of the 
club. The existing influence of members heavily involved in fundraising after the 1974 
Flood, the many witnesses of other rowing clubs folding due to financial constraints, the 
desire for members to feel value for their investment, and members knowledge that they 
alone are responsible for the club’s health, all drive strong assumptions designed to avoid 
financial mismanagement. This focus on survival instead of being a more effective club 
over the short or long term was shown to be extensive in other Australian sport clubs 
(Burton, 2009; Winand et al., 2012). In seeking to support the club, members volunteer to 
do work they think would otherwise be put off due to cost, without provocation or desire for 
recognition. They do receive enjoyment in return, but there is no clear evidence that 
success is valued more highly than financial security, as distilled from the assessment of 
sporting cultures by Smith and Shilbury (2004).  
 
2. Is Schein’s methodology used to assess organisational culture appropriate to 
apply and accurate? 
 
The organisational culture assessment methodology utilised is concluded as being 
appropriate to apply, as the results are successful and repeatable. Schein (2010) defines a 
successful assessment as one that reaches the deeper assumptions layer, thereby 
delivering a set of clear assumptions that explain discrepancies between the 
organisation’s espoused values and it’s observed behavioural artefacts, and which 
expounds the reasoning behind all of the organisation’s operations. The assessment 
methodology is accurate if it identifies all the observable and hidden aspects of an 
organisation’s culture, and if the same results would be produced if the study was 
repeated. 
 
This current study facilitated discussions in focus groups and interviews reaching the 
deeper layers necessary to uncover assumptions, predominantly through the mechanism 
of the facilitator or interviewer continually asking “Why?” when participants talked about 
what they value in their operation. This mechanism addressed all the observed 
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discrepancies and helped participants articulate assumption statements to cover all 
elements of the organisation’s operation. 
 
The clarity of the assumptions uncovered is determined by validating their consensus 
across each focus group and interview. Assumptions articulated from different 
respondents were found to be similar, but with variance in wording and the context in 
which they were discussed, though not every assumption uncovered was validated 
because the scope of discussion was too wide to reach the deep assumption layer of 
every topic in every focus group or interview. 
 
The main source of conflict found between artefacts and values was that coaches are 
demonstrably focussed on winning, yet they primarily value effort and improvement. 
Ultimately, coaches’ assumptions are centred on satisfaction from achieving improvement 
in the performance of the athletes. There were few other conflicting assumptions identified 
through the process of identifying the critical assumptions, and these were attributed to the 
poor wording of assumption statements or the presence of a deeper assumption that could 
explain the conflict. 
 
The assessment procedure of this study does not include any direct tests of the accuracy 
of its output, instead relying on the consideration that each of the identified artefacts and 
espoused values can be attributed to a critical assumption. In this regard, the methodology 
utilised can be considered as generating an assessment of the organisation’s culture that 
is trustworthy. 
 
Given the depth and clarity of assumptions identified using Schein’s methodology; that the 
artefact, espoused value and assumptions uncovered during focus group and interview 
discussions had high consensus within and across groups, and were often repeated by 
respondents; and that the conflicts between artefacts and espoused values were able to 
be explained by deeper assumptions, indicate that Schein’s methodology to define an 
organisations culture was appropriate and yielded trustworthy results. The strength of 
Schein’s organisational culture framework and assessment methodology is its focus on 
identifying the deepest layers of a culture that are the root of how the organisation is 
observed to operate. Schein’s acknowledgement of the visible artefacts and espoused 
values creates both a context for relating an organisation’s operation to the assumptions 
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held by its members, and a method that avoids the distraction of their superficiality. As all 
organisational culture assessment has previously been performed with the aim of 
improving or changing an organisation’s culture (Smith et al., 2012), Schein’s methodology 
is effective at identifying the deeper culture aspects that whilst are difficult to influence, 
must be affected in order for any significant change to occur (Schein, 2010). 
 
The methodology utilised to assess organisational culture is appropriate to apply to other 
organisations, provided the following potential issues are addressed: 
 
i) The breadth of topics covered in the assessment was too wide and would have 
to be narrowed for this procedure to be used in future organisational culture 
assessments. Such a wide scope did uncover assumptions in unrelated topics, 
as already exemplified, that could have been missed in a narrower focus on 
specific issues relating to coaching, but such breadth introduces challenges to 
cover all topics to an accurate depth. Such challenges include the need for 
lengthy or repeated interviews and focus groups, and the fact that the 
interviewer or facilitator may be distracted by the breadth of topics to cover 
instead of the depth. There is a need for more time to process all the responses 
and recognition of the difficulty uncovering assumptions within the large mass of 
responses, hence Schein’s (2010) recommendation the organisation should only 
assess the culture relating to specific issues. Research into sporting 
organisations that used parts of Schein’s methodology all focused on specific 
issues or interests, and did not encounter these challenges (Doherty et al, 2010; 
Henriksen, 2015; Zevenbergen et al., 2002). However, given these challenges, 
the organisation that wishes to assess its culture must decide if the time and 
expense of full assessment would uncover assumptions that it would find 
valuable. Considering that many members of sports clubs are interested in the 
history of their club and its influence on its current operation, and that even 
professional sports clubs have many members volunteering in its operation, a 
full assessment that accounts for topics normally considered as lower priority, 
such as history or volunteering, may be considered valuable. Given the power of 
the symbols and values created during the club’s history (Schroeder, 2010), 
such an assessment may be warranted. Conversely, a more performance 
focused organisation could benefit from a quicker procedure that assesses 
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specific topics of interest or issues of the organisation, for example poor attitude 
to training or bullying amongst staff, but this will lose an understanding of more 
social and cultural elements that are rarely considered, but could potentially 
improve the organisation’s performance. 
ii) The questioning sequence recommended by Schein (2010) of first identifying all 
artefacts, then all values, before identifying any assumptions interferes with the 
flow of discussion and potentially misses opportunities to uncover assumptions. 
Especially during interviews, cutting off a respondent that prematurely talks 
about assumptions does not allow the interviewer and respondent to easily 
come back to that topic to then go deeper. Lost train of thought occurred in 
participants due to this method, especially when they were recalling memories, 
and the quality of responses suffered. Schein (2010) steadfastly sticks to the 
procedure of separating the artefact, values, and discussion of assumptions, but 
also allows for a narrower investigation, and prioritises the necessity of reaching 
the deepest levels. Whether assessing a narrow band or the whole culture, 
questioning to the deeper levels must be prioritised, and interview techniques 
should be adjusted to achieve this if necessary  
iii) Schein’s (2010) assessment procedure is intended to assess an organisation’s 
culture in specific areas, and it lacks a method to code and analyse participant 
responses. While simply taking the list of uncovered assumptions as the 
definition of an organisation’s culture does increase the procedure’s utility by 
achieving a clear result quickly, the absence of analysis methods may reduce its 
accuracy. Hence further investigation is required to improve the application of 
Schein’s methodology of assessing an organisation’s culture. 
iv) Organisational culture is a social construct and focus groups do allow for 
participant statements to be easily tested for consensus amongst the group, but 
interviews are a more comfortable environment for participants to discuss 
deeper concepts. Questioning around assumptions often asked participants to 
articulate what they had never considered, and the pace of focus groups 
required to cover the organisation’s whole operation reduced the time available 
to elicit deeper responses.  
 
In order to reach the deepest layers of an organisation’s culture that would allow for all 
contradictions and conflicts to be explained (Schein, 2010), the assessment methodology 
must prioritise the uncovering of assumptions by participants. The time required of 
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participants to reach this level across all the operation of the organisation would surpass 
the two hour recommendation for the maximum length of focus groups (Bryman, 2004), 
and obtaining participants that are representative of the whole club and are willing to do 
two focus group sessions would be difficult in a VRSO. Hence, this study does concur with 
Schein (2010) that an only a few aspects organisation’s culture should be assessed at the 
same time. A second-order outcome for this study is to clarify the organisational culture 
methodology that could be appropriately and accurately applied in a VRSO by someone 
without organisational psychology or research skills. For this to occur, such a method must 
be accurate, but also quick and easy to facilitate, and a whole culture assessment is 
neither. 
 
Specific Recommendations for the Application of Schein’s Organisational Culture 
Assessment Methodology: 
 
This study utilized the organisational assessment procedure used by Schein (2010), with 
some variations that are discussed here: 
a. Schein (2010) specifies the need to first work with the leadership of an organisation 
to identify a particular change that they deem necessary, before conducting a 
culture assessment. This is done to avoid investigating superfluous cultural 
elements and so that members can be engaged with direction and without 
boredom. This current study conducted a broader assessment in order to assess if 
it is practical, accurate and repeatable. This broad approach did enable useful 
information and assumptions to be uncovered in discussions with participants on 
areas not related to the role of coaches. For example, discussions of the 1974 flood 
did not include the role of coaches as none were present during that time, but the 
operation of the club members during that time and after that event provides the 
clearest illustration that coaches have significantly influenced the culture that exists 
today. By conducting a broad assessment it was possible to assess if a narrow 
approach would have missed relevant information, and it also provided a study to 
see if cultural assessment to deeper assumption levels was possible in sports 
organisations. 
 
b. This study countered Schein’s recommendation (2010) that leaders are required in 
order to narrow the focus of the investigation so that participants will be engaged. 
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Participant engagement was not a problem in this study. There were many club 
members who expressed interest when the study and process were outlined. Some 
did attend because they thought it would be an opportunity to air grievances, but 
the High Performance group and the interviewees participated because they replied 
to invitations with considerable interest. In all cases, the participants did think it was 
a worthwhile event, because it gave them an opportunity to think and discuss the 
club, an entity for which they have great passion. An added benefit was that they 
were able to align some misunderstandings through open discussion. Further, 
Schein’s recommendations do not recognise that volunteer clubs do not possess 
the authoritarian leadership structure of businesses or even professional sports 
teams (Ashkanasy, Wilderom and Peterson, 2010). Leadership is dispersed through 
the club, with many club members taking leadership roles of varying importance by 
volunteering to take on responsibilities that are beyond their particular needs within 
the club, for example, volunteers from the ranks of senior rowers take responsibility 
for repairing boats for elite and lesser squads. This difference in leadership roles 
and structures within an organisation therefore appears to be the main unique 
feature of sports cultures that requires a methodology that is sensitive enough to 
assess it (Cruikshank, Collins and Minten, 2013). This leads to a recommendation 
that if applying Schein’s methodology to volunteer run sports clubs, the researcher 
should make an initial consultation with the club’s formal and informal leaders to 
establish what change should be prioritised.  
 
c. Schein (2010) recommends that the initial focus group should be representative of 
the whole organisation in order to reveal authority relationships that may influence 
the openness of responses. However, this study isolated influential members who 
had separate individual interviews. It also used homogeneous, training squad-
based focus groups, where participants were familiar and comfortable with each 
other, and so proved effective in determining the extent to which assumptions that 
arose out of group meetings were shared across hierarchical levels of training 
squads. Given that similar assumptions were derived within each group and from 
the interviews, it can be determined that operational methods and learning are 
spread across the organisation, demonstrating a strong culture, justifying the choice 
of homogeneous groups. 
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d. Schein (2010) insists that any culture assessment must reach the deeper 
assumption layers for it to possess any value. However, the procedure he 
recommends can become too rigid to facilitate these deep responses. The 
procedure requires that all artefacts to be identified, before identifying all espoused 
values, before identifying all assumptions. But interrupting participants to force the 
discussion to complete each layer before advancing broke trains of thought and 
potentially missed insights from participants. To reach the assumption layer quickly 
and accurately, the following recommendations can be made: 
i. The articulated assumptions require consensus, but discussion can be 
hijacked by members wishing to contribute their story, reducing the time 
available to discuss the ‘why?’ and to uncover the deeper assumptions 
behind the initial assumption. To avoid this, it is recommended that the 
procedure should be limited to certain topics. This necessitates that the 
investigator should have already prepared an initial culture analysis from 
their observations of the organisation and how it operates and created a list 
of the artefacts that are likely to be mentioned, and a list of possible 
questions that can help determine values. 
ii. Many assumptions were uncovered in discussions around the espoused 
values by asking why an artefact is carried out in the particular way that it is 
at the club. This identifies a potential value and this may appear to clash with 
another stated or potential value. By then asking which clashing value or 
operation was more important, assumptions were uncovered more easily 
than if the facilitator had left such a comparison to the later discussion of 
assumptions, at which time the respondents could potentially have forgotten 
their point or reasoning, or the comparison could have been overlooked and 
not reintroduced into the discussion.  
3. How do coaches and their organisations influence each other’s operation? 
 
The club and its members know little about how their coaches operate. The club 
ineffectively assesses the work of their coaches. 
Club members’ knowledge of the work that coaches do is dependent on the time they 
have worked with or observed those coaches and on the level of any coaching experience 
that they have had themselves. This knowledge is often limited or incorrect, and as 
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mentioned by Coach A in the quote below, mainly covers the observable work that 
coaches do, rather than the total work required.  
Coach A stated that “There's a lot more that goes on behind the scenes that we take for 
granted”, and the time spent in session preparation and planning, assessment of both the 
coaches and athlete’s responses and the emotional investment in their athletes, which is 
regardless of how the athletes are performing, is not recognized.  
There exists no formal appraisal process for coaches at the club, though it is done 
informally based on the success of the athletes, a similar situation found in many 
Australian VRSO’s (Burton, 2009). This lack of a considered appraisal creates additional 
stress for coaches who assume they will be judged by a simple consideration of outright 
performance, conflicting with their assumptions around their daily role of improving athletic 
performance. Poor athlete performance was seen to produce anxiety and disappointment 
for coaches, which is amplified when they are involved in representative selection and 
coaching, where the needs of individual athletes can be considered more important than 
those of coaches. 
 
What club members do notice is the conflict between coaches of different sub-groups of 
the club. Whilst known stressors for coaches include the lack of coach to coach 
communication, and lack of role structure (Thelwell, Weston, Greenlees & Hutchings, 
2008), this investigation uncovered instances of coaches at the same club working against 
each other’s’ inclusion or access to resources. An interviewed coach stated “That’s 
actually very, it’s quite rare that a group will be, you know coaches will be able to work 
together at all. It’s turf war. They want to protect, so they don’t, a coach will influence a 
whole club not to let another coach come in, even though there’s seemingly enough 
people for that coach to deal with”. Coaches were more observable when engaged in 
conflict, even though their daily operation is focussed on athlete improvement which they 
hope will demonstrate that their plans, methods and proposals are the agents for that 
improvement and should be followed to achieve success.  
 
Members do also observe the work done by coaches at other clubs, when they travel to 
row in crew boats or generally at regattas. This allows members the perspective to see 
that the club coaches work very hard and that the club is, as a participant described, 
““very, very lucky in the coaches that are involved in it now”, as a” lot of the other clubs just 
don't have it”. 
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The club has a need for coaches but does not have a clear idea why they coach. 
Several things make clear the club’s need for coaches: 
Coaches lead programs for the benefit of: their athletes, the club and themselves, where 
the presence of a coach running a group automatically implies consistency, improvement, 
and the commitment of both rowers and coach, all delivering certainty and permanence 
that reduces uncomfortable ambiguity. Additionally, an interviewed coach observed there 
is a lack of rowing coaches in Australia due to the “relatively small number of people on 
the planet who would find that level of commitment and involvement enjoyable” and that 
the poor financial state of many clubs that simply cannot afford to contract a coach. This 
perceived lack of coaches does create the consensus the club is fortunate to have the 
current number and quality of coaches, and is reflected in the difficulty most non-profit 
organisations have in finding skilled volunteers. 
 
Not only is there a very small proportion of the population suited to coaching, the club has 
challenging expectations for the vast number of tasks this study’s participants articulated. 
Expectations such as a coach will produce success, and that a coach “will continue to 
develop and continue to learn” over the long haul. These expectations are more highly 
valued than the numerous tasks the club relies on coaches to perform, such as protecting 
and supporting the athletes,  providing vision and direction for their group to improve and 
operate together, and continuing to produce success as next year's success, regardless of 
what happened in the previous year, is viewed in isolation again. 
 
Boundaries of an organisational culture have shown to influence how coaches work to 
improve their athlete’s performance (Jones and Wallace, 2005). These boundaries set 
expectations that require coaches to perform these tasks create a tenuous environment 
where as an interviewed coach stated “it's not easy to start meddling with volunteer 
coaches, they eventually quit on you”. Additionally, when someone does show interest in 
coaching, they can find a combative environment where often “a coach will influence a 
whole club not to let another coach come in, even though there’s seemingly enough 
people for that coach to deal with” in order to protect their position. The assumptions 
behind these expectations describe a culture where coaches and the club do influence 
each other’s operation, and create a dynamic and unclear role for the work a coach should 
perform.  However, the club does value their coaches and attempts to make their role 
easier by designating coaches as formal leaders, and making other accommodations such 
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as tolerating unsocial behaviour, and supporting coaches in their disagreements with 
members.   
 
The number and extent of the club’s roles that coaches fulfil for them, illustrate a reliance 
on their contribution, and yet the high expectations the club has for a coaches’ operation 
appear contradictory. The responses indicate the club’s need for additional coaches, 
however, its culture is not willing to accept new coaches that operate too differently to the 
assumptions it has for its coaches. This stringent requirement for acceptance indicates a 
strong culture (Smith, Haimes and Stewart, 2012), and so the first step for any coach “is 
going to be to get into the group before they’re going to be accepted by the athletes” or 
they will be marginalised and excluded as has been found in other sports clubs 
(Zevenbergen et al., 2002). Acceptance of a coach only occurs after athletes have gone 
through the process identified by Schein (2010) of experiencing success from their 
proposals. This success creates assumptions identified by participants in this study as 
“coaches have your (the athletes) interest at heart” and that “we are all working towards a 
common goal”. Ultimately this assumptions result in” athletes kind of pick their coaches, as 
much as coaches pick their athletes”. In this way the club indirectly influences their 
coaches operation. The club does not support every person with an interest in coaching 
until that interest has been validated by the group’s acceptance of that coaches’ ability to 
provide positive input. The same model for group acceptance was found in the way that 
new members are introduced, trialled and accepted or rejected by the HP and Masters 
sub-groups. 
 
The club has a mix of reasonable and challenging assumptions for the operation of 
their coaches. 
Some of the assumptions that the club’s members have of their coaches are challenging. 
The requirement of athletes to perform a difficult task while ensuring their psychological 
and emotional states are optimal, is one of the main challenges of sport (Thewell et al., 
2008). This challenge drives assumptions that athletes need to be supported by those that 
facilitate their performance, and explains the assumption of athlete’s that coaches will 
always support them. This assumption illustrates the needs of the individual athlete 
outweighing any concern for the coach or other members of the club. Some assumptions 
are more reasonable, because members observe their coaches contribute voluntarily. 
However the difference between artefacts identified by athletes and coaches indicate most 
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club members are unaware of the work coaches do behind the scenes. While these 
assumptions can appear selfish, their consensus across athletes does indicate an 
alignment of member self-interest strengthening the culture. The balance between 
reasonable and challenging expectations are clearest in the context of success – rarely 
are members willing to sacrifice success for the needs of their coach or other members. 
 
Members were willing to accept difficult coach behaviour and less attention if that coach is 
known to have a history of success. Whilst coaches that are aggressive or bullying are 
thought to not be able to “operate that way in the long term”, “The club was valuing (their) 
coaching service more than the damage that they were creating” The consensus of 
members willing to assume that working with a successful coach will make them 
successful, even if their relationship is not healthy, illustrates the majority of members 
quest for success.  This self-interest of individual members is shared across the club, 
where each of the sub-cultures possess assumptions that their coaches will continue to 
develop members and be successful. The context of the HP rowing system in Australia 
can mean that a coach’s successful athletes may be moved to state or national institute, 
resulting in “each year (success) is viewed in isolation. So the next year's success, 
regardless of what happened in the previous year, is viewed in isolation again”. Repetition 
of this success is assumption across the club, and while “The reward of success for the 
club is that athlete moves out of the club into an institute” as a coach “your next year would 
be viewed as a failure even though you've got these athletes operating at the higher level”. 
Hence, this assumption may causes coaches to become victims of their own success, 
leading to club members considering if that coach provides value. This unreasonable 
assumption appears to oppose another uncovered assumption that unsuccessful athletes 
were considered to not work well with their coach and would be “better off going to try to 
find someone else, who may be able to help them”. However, assumptions should not 
contradict (Schein, 2010) and when they were discussed further they were not. There are 
deeper assumptions that the coach is normally correct, and that to expect a volunteer 
coach to change their approach will decrease that coach’s willingness to contribute. These 
assumptions are the main reason the strong assumptions about the performance of a 
coach are outweighed by a stronger consensus that volunteers need to be supported 
above the needs of the individual athlete. 
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Coaches influence the operating culture of the club. 
This study identified coaches as the leaders of the club, as they create the sub-groups that 
they then drive to achieve the ambitions of both coach and group. Assumptions were 
uncovered around the coach’s pursuit of enjoyment and validation, as they champion 
particular values and operating methods, and gain followers when it is evident that 
membership of their group will result in success for an individual. Whilst the expectations 
of coaches are known to cause athlete stress (Thelwell et al., 2008), ultimately within the 
organisation, two needs are satisfied: the coach’s need for daily satisfaction, and the 
athlete’s need for a coach to provide the organisation and direction required to facilitate 
the improvement they require to make the things they hold as valuable to be correct. 
 
The value club members place on the work coaches do, means that the club is primarily 
comprised of groups that have consistent coach leadership. These coaches “basically lead 
the club wherever their ambitions lie and the committee just seems to sit back and let it all 
happen”, and are left alone in exchange for “everyone just expect us (coaches) to keep on 
doing what we always did and there's no direction given”. Some coaches operate because 
of the enjoyment they gain working with lower ability members that will never race, but 
predominantly “the motivation to stay on this coaching is because of my own competitive 
instincts” and “it’s all about performance. I think often a pre-race chat will be like "We've 
just got to win. We've just got to win”. The demonstrable drive towards success is valued 
by coaches as it provides an objective measurement that yields “the vindication that the 
help you've provided has actually been successful”, alleviating some anxiety that means 
they (coaches) need to be victorious all the time”. 
 
Coaches demonstrating this drive to succeed, then set expectations for the preparation 
and execution of training sessions, racing and organisation, and define what is success, 
as similarly found by Kellett (1999)The coaches verbalise expectations around training 
attendance, and often follow up athletes. They use stories such as particular members that 
have increased their training amounts to convey meaning about why the club’s culture 
assumes that a large amount of training will lead to success in race results, a method 
found in the culture of other sporting organisations (Smith, 2009). They set the direction for 
each athlete towards goals of winning domestic events and gaining state and national 
representation. Success for athletes achieving goals along the pathway proposed by the 
coaches reinforces its validity, as “it changed the way you think about when you work hard 
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what you can do”. Coaches often value the work ethic above potential, and the assumption 
that athletes that complete the required amount of training will be successful is consistently 
experienced by coaches and athletes. Whilst coaches were observed by members to 
focus extensively on goals of achieving results, the assumption held by coaches and 
athletes is that “a rower's primary objective is not going out there to win, your (their) 
primary objective is going out to row at your (their) very, very best”. 
 
Coaches get athletes to bring their assumptions into alignment with theirs to operate in the 
way they want, through “the way that coaches speak to you and the way they get what 
they expect of you” being experienced as successful by the group. Coaches were 
observed to set expectations through stories of the history and the values and everything 
else about the club, as was found by (Johnson et al., 2013; Schroeder, 2010) in other 
sporting cultures. The coaches proposed values that led to success were adopted by the 
members who then self-actualise that behaviour without needing to be closely supervised 
by a coach. As the values become shared by members, these successful values become 
unconsidered assumptions that are transferred to or ‘infect’ new members “I remember 
when I first came and I think one of the girls had an exam at 8 o clock in the morning, and 
they rowed beforehand. I thought "Wow, I'll never do that" before an exam, and a year 
later, I row without questioning it. There's no question of prioritising training if I had to”. 
Members are very happy to follow a group that is successful as it implies their membership 
will create not only success, but also reduce anxiety as “they are confident in the program 
because it's worked for so long”. This finding matches the suggestion by Thelwell et al. 
(2008) that whilst the expectations that coaches have for their athletes create stress for the 
athlete, the expectations create routines that improve communication and control of 
emotions in order to overcome stress. It could be that the stress created through the 
challenging period of aligning assumptions must be overcome by the stress-relieving 
properties of those assumptions for the coach-athlete relationship to function at all. 
 
Interestingly, a coach’s volunteer status was able to create higher expectations for their 
athletes as “I think that influences our respect a bit for the coaches, as well, because we 
know they're not getting paid. We know that this is sort of something that they do and they 
put a lot of time in without a lot of money”. This observed sacrifice influenced the 
expectations athletes have for their involvement, and creating a reflective culture where 
athletes can consider “do I work as hard as they do”?  
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This study has been able to extensively identify how coaches influence the operation of 
their athletes and members of the wider club, and the assumptions behind why they set 
their expectations. Whilst Cresswell and Eklund (2007) and Maitland et al. (2015) identified 
the benefit of coaches understanding the how the culture in which they operate influences 
their operation and that of their athletes, no clear evidence was uncovered this 
understanding. Further investigation is required to identity the extent to which coaches 
observe and account for the influence of the whole club’s culture on their athletes. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 
 
Of all the things an organisation can control, the way in which it operates is the most 
influential factor contributing to its success. The operation that an organisation’s members 
learn is that which is most consistently successful in achieving its goals. Operation that the 
members experience to be consistently successful become an unconscious assumption, 
and a collection of all the assumptions that define all the work the organisation does is its 
culture. Single members that propose the most successful way to operate become the 
organisation’s leaders, influencing other members that share the same goals to operate in 
the same way. Other members will not be accepted by members of the organisation if they 
operate under different assumptions, they will become marginalised and excluded 
(Zevenbergen et al., 2002).  
 
The role of a coach in a sporting club is to enhance the performance of the organisation’s 
athletes. Coaches influence their athletes to operate in a way that is best to achieve 
success, and when their success becomes consistent the coach’s method of operation is 
assumed as the only way to achieve that success. Hence coaches are influential in the 
operation of the members of an organisation to which they belong. These sporting 
organisations are more often run by volunteers than as businesses, and have members 
that participate and contribute to the club for reasons other than remuneration. The 
operation of sporting organisations has had less investigation than those of businesses, 
and present a unique context and different assumptions about how members should 
operate. This study invested one such volunteer run sporting organisation. 
 
Several methods have been utilised previously to assess the culture of business and 
sports organisations. Many methods have not collected data within the shared nature of a 
culture or possess insufficient or inaccurate techniques to uncover the deeper 
assumptions of members about how they operate. Schein developed an organisational 
culture assessment methodology when investigating the operation of businesses, 
methodology that has also been applied to sporting clubs or teams. Schein proposes an 
organisation’s culture possesses three levels: a superficial layer of artefacts of how the 
organisation is observed to operate; a layer of values the organisation’s members espouse 
as what they think is important; and the deeper layer of things members assume are 
correct because they have shared experiences of their success with other members. 
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Schein’s methodology was utilised in this study as it provides the clearest method to 
uncover all the assumptions that members use to operate within their organisation. The 
culture of a volunteer run sporting organisation was assessed by applying Schein’s 
methodology to focus groups and interviews with its members. Artefacts, espoused values 
and assumptions were uncovered during these discussions, and were used as the 
definition of the club’s culture. 
 
The identification of the assumptions that define the club’s culture yielded insights into its 
operation, and specifically the interaction between the club and its coaches. The role of 
coaches as necessary to the function and success of the club’s members was identified, 
and contrasted with their operation as agents often uncontrollable by the club. The 
influence of coaches on their athletes, and hence the membership of the club was 
identified, and the mechanism the club possessed to accept and influence coaches was 
also uncovered. The contrast between coach’s demonstrable expectations for winning, 
and their daily practice of seeking to improve athletes with little chance of winning, was 
explained by uncovering deeper assumptions about the motivation of coaches to 
experience satisfaction that they were helping athletes achieve their goals, and thereby 
validating their existence. The creation of assumptions was explained within the context of 
the club’s history, illustrating the power of assumptions to influence the operation of the 
club’s members far into the future (Schroeder, 2010). 
 
The performance of Schein’s methodology within a sport and volunteer-run context was 
used to determine if it could be applied accurately and appropriately to similar 
organisations. Whilst the study was conducted with the intent to follow Schein’s 
methodology, several aspects of it were problematic when applied. The investigation 
carried through as planned, creating results that could be trusted, but were laborious to 
perform. Hence recommendations have been made to apply Schein’s methodology more 
quickly and easily without reducing the accuracy of its output. 
 
The assessment procedure simply defined organisational culture as the assumptions that 
are identified, but those assumptions are the root of all the more observable values and 
manifestations of the club and offer some profound insights into the club’s current 
operation, its strengths and weaknesses and the possible risks and benefits of potential 
opportunities. 
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Whilst this study identified advantages for an organisation to be run and coached by 
volunteers, it was also clear that volunteers operated in ways that would cause conflicts in 
organisations possessing traditional top-down management structures. Hence the 
assumptions uncovered in this study, notably about how the organisation operates to 
achieve success, may not be transferrable to other organisations, warranting further 
investigation. 
 
The successful operation of the investigated organisation has contributed to its 125 year 
survival and its sustained success, to a point that suggests that there should be a 
reconsideration of the value of volunteer-run organisations and the way in which 
hierarchical government, sport and business organisations could better support and 
leverage the contributions of volunteers to their sports and other community organizations. 
 
The assessment defines a strong culture that is linked to the club’s ability to sustain its 
operation and continued success. Even if its operation is led by the strong expectations of 
only a few coaches, the consensus among the members indicate that their assumptions 
have aligned and so operations would continue without the coach’s presence. Further, 
members have expectations that new members will only be accepted when they have  
certain agreed attributes, that will assist the continuing development of consensus and 
allow the club’s success to continue and possibly gain momentum. A strong consensus 
has created a denser and more focussed network of individuals who learn the way the 
club operates and then themselves become promulgators of its culture who indoctrinate 
new members. 
 
The nature of the sport of rowing has changed little over the club’s history and the 
assumptions that have created success in the past have continued to prove fruitful. The 
necessity of a boat shed to protect the required and expensive equipment necessitates 
fundraising, effective leadership and continued investment by members to sustain the 
club’s operation. Inherently, the sport’s success is closely related to the volume and 
intensity of the preparatory training that encourages members who have assumptions 
linking consistent hard work and results. Assumptions around the desire to make the best 
use of the facilities to enhance the preparatory training require coaches with similar 
assumptions. These common, aligned assumptions built a strong cultures in this rowing 
organisations by creating an environment which selects a particular type of person who 
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can find a challenge, enjoyment and validation in this environment. The presence and 
influence of these people in rowing organisations as distinct from other sport or volunteer 
organisations warrants further investigation to help define the impact of the sport of rowing 
as distinct from the general nature of organisations run by volunteers. 
This study successfully defined the culture of a sports organisation run by volunteers, as it 
uncovered the deepest layers of the organization’s operation. Whilst the methodology 
utilised was thorough due to the breadth of its investigation, its accuracy allows 
recommendations to be made that streamline for application to other organisations. 
 
The operation of the organisation and its coaches have been defined through this 
assessment, which potentially will help the organisation’s members better understand their 
involvement, and at the same time the common assumptions that may be shared within 
such dynamic environments have been elucidated. 
 
Accuracy and feasibility of the Methodology Utilised: 
 
This investigation has led to the development of recommendations to improve the use of 
an organisational culture assessment methodology, whilst maintaining its accuracy. 
Potentially this will facilitate an increase in the number of assessments that can be 
performed and provide useful outcomes. 
 
The methodology utilised has been shown to yield an accurate assessment of an 
organisation’s culture due to the depth and coverage of the identified assumptions. Many 
cultural assessments do not reach the assumptions level because assessing a whole 
culture is too vast an undertaking. This investigation’s thoroughness has improved its 
accuracy and validity, but potentially its breadth is too labour intensive to directly apply to 
future assessments. As only a small number of participants’ responses were received on 
topics different to that which was intended in the discussions, it is suggested that future 
organisational culture assessments can streamline their assessment by facilitating 
discussions only in areas of interest without significantly reducing the assessment’s 
accuracy. Note however, that the assumptions identified from such a procedure could not 
be assumed to apply to all operations of the organisation, and these assumptions may be 
causing conflicts that will not be uncovered. As per Schein’s methodology (2010), the 
researcher should seek insights from uncovered assumptions that explain any conflict 
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between the artefacts that are observed and the values the organisation espoused. These 
assumptions are very helpful in identifying the misalignment of assumptions held by 
different sub-cultures of the organisation. 
 
Practical Applications of the Methodology Utilised: 
 
The methodology utilised in this investigation and modified in line with the 
recommendations is suggested for use as the first and second steps when an organisation 
seeks to add coaches to their program. This study found that coaches are organically 
absorbed into a club, dependant on the similarity of the assumptions they each possess 
and the success members experience from their proposals. In a volunteer organisation 
coach recruitment and acceptance appears to be an informal process, but a process that 
finds coaches that fit with and add value to the organisation. . To make this process of 
identifying a compatible coach quicker more effective, when looking to appoint a coach, it 
is essential that an organisation should have an understanding of the way it operates, 
what role it wishes the coach to perform, the attributes the coach will most likely require to 
be successful in that role, the best method to assess coach attributes and how to identify 
such a coach in their hiring process. As a coach’s operation is tied to their deeply held 
assumptions, their ability to operate successfully in certain roles and cultural environments 
within organisations depends on the number and strength of assumptions that may clash 
with their own. It is appears especially important to recognize differences in assumption s 
when hiring a very successful coach, as their success may have strongly indicated to them 
how they should operate, and they may not consider the importance of aligning their 
assumptions and those of the organisation. 
 
The assumptions identified in this investigation are not able to be directly transferred in 
total to other clubs in order for them to copy success. As a culture is held by the social 
interaction of its members, their experiences within the context of the club’s environment 
and the sport itself cannot be transplanted into members of a different organisation. 
However, the assumptions uncovered in this study can be used by other organisations to 
reflect on their operation and spark interest in the benefits of performing their own 
assessment. The assumptions that would be most useful for a similar organisation to 
consider are around the concept that a sporting organisation or group needs to be 
considered successful by its members, and ideally there needs to be a common 
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assumption regarding the definition of success. Also, the organization has to consider how 
potential members are encouraged to join the club, and the way in which they are 
accepted, made aware of core assumptions of the club and how they are indoctrinated to 
the expectations of the group. Importantly the organisation’s sub-cultures need to 
understand each other’s operations, which requires clear communication between these 
groups about use of facilities and the definition of success by which coaches and their 
programs are to be assessed. And organisations and coaches need to understand what 
influences are acceptable or just tolerated, and the organisation has to consider and be 
aware of the reasons why members participate and why members and coaches volunteer 
within their organizational structure. 
 
Understanding such assumptions and themes within an organisation creates clearer 
opportunities to leverage the individual member and volunteer’s participation in the work 
already being performed. 
 
Recommendations for Future Research: 
 
Further study could: 
1. Augment this study by completing Schein’s (2010) methodology of assessing 
the club’s strengths and weaknesses determined through the identified 
assumptions. The scope of this study was already sufficient to not perform these 
next steps, as they are designed to improve the operational effectiveness of an 
organisation’s culture 
2. Assess the culture of rowing clubs and organisations run by volunteers 
compared to those led by paid staff and coaches. Such an investigation would 
help identify how facilitating or hierarchical structures influences a club and their 
member’s operation. Further to this, investigate if the identified conflicts between 
volunteer and professionally run organisations are due to their different 
structures and assumptions. 
3. Investigate the level of training required for any member of an organisation to 
accurately and easily perform organisational culture assessments, and how to 
refine the assessment procedure so that valuable information can be generated. 
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4. Perform further investigation on the roles of volunteers in sporting clubs to 
determine why members are willing to contribute time and energy without 
financial benefit: 
a. Why do members volunteer and what do they expect from contributing? 
b. Who volunteers and what and how much do they contribute?; 
c. What are the benefits of volunteers to sporting clubs?; 
d. How does an organisational culture influence its volunteers? 
e. How does the club view and expect contribution by volunteers, and how 
do they recognise the contribution? 
5. Investigate the best ways to facilitate the alignment of assumptions between 
volunteer and professional sporting organisations, in order to leverage the work 
contributed using the financial support available. In rowing, this could firstly, 
specifically target the relationship between secondary school sport programs 
and volunteer and professionally run sporting clubs, and the mechanisms that 
would enhance the transition of school leavers to the high performance pathway. 
Secondly, it could focus on the relationship between sporting clubs and their 
professionally run sports associations, institutes, and state based and national 
organizations, with the aim to enhance the development of athletes and 
coaches. 
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16 November 2017 
 
 
Dear Peter, 
 
Re: Participation in club culture research project 
 
Further to our conversation a few days ago, this is a formal invitation to participate in a research 
project aimed at understanding the culture of sporting organisations. 
 
The aim of this project is to assess the culture of a volunteer-run sporting organisation and gain 
insight as to how individuals fit within it. I write to formally ask you as Chairman of Toowong 
Rowing Club if you would be willing to authorise access to the club members and facilities 
required to undertake this research. I seek access to: 
- the boatshed to photograph displayed objects (e.g. photos, trophies, posters) that will 
be presented to a focus group of club members; 
- the function room to use a meeting place for 2-3 two-hour focus group sessions; 
- display a poster at the boatshed that invites club members to participate in this project; 
- club members through personal invitation. 
 
Club members will participate in focus groups or interviews whose purpose is to facilitate a 
discussion regarding their interpretation of the visible elements of the club’s culture, and the 
values and assumptions that those elements espouse. Participation is completely voluntary and 
members would be free to withdraw at any time without reason or consequence. Potential 
participants will be briefed on the purpose of the study and their involvement, using the same 
Participant Information Document that is attached, and asked to sign their consent to project 
involvement. The identity of the participants and the club will be made anonymous during the 
project and in any publications that arise from its results. 
 
The participants will be informed of the result of the project, where an accurate summary of the 
how’s and why’s of the club’s operation will also be presented to you and the Management 
Committee. 
 
Use of the club’s facilities can occur from September to November 2015, specifically when most 
convenient for the club and participants. 
 
Should you formally agree to take part in this research project, can you please sign the Letter of 
Recognition and Authority on the next page and return it to me via email. If you require any 
further information, please do not hesitate to contact me.  
 
Kind Regards, 
 
Alex Field   Dr Steven Rynne  A/Prof Cliff Mallett 
MPhil Candidate  s.rynne@uq.edu.au  cmallett@uq.edu.au 
a.field@uq.edu.au  07 3346 9977   07 3365 6765 
0414 985 682 
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Letter of Authority and Recognition 
 
 
Re: Understanding club culture and coaching behaviour 
 
 
As Chairman of Toowong Rowing Club, I hereby authorise Alex Field (Principal 
Investigator) and Dr Steven Rynne (from the University of Queensland) to 
conduct research on understanding the organisational culture of Toowong 
Rowing Club. I have been informed of the project’s aims and methods and allow 
the investigators access to the club and invite its members to freely participate 
in the research. 
 
 
Name:  ...................................................  
 
Signature:  .............................................  
 
Date:  ........................ 
Research Team Mr Alex Field Dr Steven Rynne Associate Professor Cliff Mallett 
 
School of Human 
Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences 
The University of Queensland Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 
T (07) 3365 6240 F (07) 3365 6877  
Internet  www.hmns.uq.edu.au  
    
School of Human Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences Telephone  (07) 3365 6240 International  +61 7 3365 6240 Facsimile  (07) 3365 6877           
 
 
 
 
INVITATION TO PARTICIPATE 
 
Project Title:  Exploring the culture of a sporting organisation 
 
Project Duration: October 2015 
 
Research Overview: Toowong Rowing Club has been identified as having a strong 
and successful culture. This research project seeks to identify the cultural components 
of the club’s long history of domestic and international success at age-group and 
Veteran levels. Benefits of accurate culture assessments include improved 
understanding of the club’s operations, thereby better planning and recruitment of new 
members. 
 
Requirements for Participants: 
• Be a current member of Toowong Rowing Club; 
• Aged 18-85 years old. 
Participant Involvement: 
• One two-hour focus group, held on a weeknight or weekend during October 
2015; 
• Facilitated discussion around the visible elements of the operation of the club, 
the values associated with such methods, and what assumptions they infer. 
Confidentiality and Identity Security: 
You will be provided with information and consent documents that comply with The 
University of Queensland Guidelines for Ethical Review of Research. All participants 
will be allocated a number to ensure their anonymity, and no information which could 
identify you will be used in the reporting of the data. Results from this study may be 
published; however, the group data will not identify an individual participant. 
 
The decision to participate or not to participate is entirely voluntary, you would 
be free to withdraw from the study at any stage should you wish, without any 
need of explanation and without prejudice. 
 
Thank you for permitting us to conduct this research with you. 
 
Kind Regards, 
 
Alex Field   Dr Steven Rynne  A/Prof Cliff Mallett 
a.field@uq.edu.au  s.rynne@uq.edu.au  cmallett@uq.edu.au 
0414 985 682   07 3346 9977   07 3365 6765
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RESEARCH PARTICIPANT CONSENT FORM 
 
Project Title:  Exploring the culture of a sporting organisation 
 
I ………………………………. have read and understand the attached 
information sheet and voluntarily agree to participate in the research according 
to the conditions outlined. I give consent to participate in a focus group or 
interview to be conducted at a time and place of my convenience, and for the 
researchers (Principal Investigator: Alex Field 0414 985 682) to audiotape the 
sessions for the purpose of gaining an accurate record. I understand that the 
information will remain confidential and anonymous and that I will not be 
identified in any presentations of the research project or data. 
 
I also understand that I may withdraw my participation at any time without 
penalty. 
 
I have read and understand my consent to participate 
 
Signed        ……………………………..  Date     …………. 
 
Witness       …………………………….  Date     …………. 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION DOCUMENT 
 
Project Title:  Exploring the culture of a sporting organisation 
 
Project Duration: September to October 2015 
 
Background: The culture of an organisation is how a group of people operate 
to achieve common goals. The better an organisation understands its culture, 
the better it can adapt and perform, recruit and develop members. Specifically, 
a culture will determine who can enter and lead the organisation, and this 
research focuses on the role of coaches as they interact with a volunteer-run 
sporting organisation. 
 
Aims of the Research: This project aims to: 
1. Identify the culture of a volunteer-run sporting organisation, and how it 
influences the work that its coaches do 
2. Apply accurate culture assessment processes to a volunteer organisation 
3. Explore the fit between a coach and their organisation, thereby 
identifying methods to best scout, recruit and develop talented coaches 
Benefits of the Research: This project is significant and innovative in several 
ways: 
1. Organisational culture assessment methods are derived from 
investigations of profit generating businesses. This project would be one 
of the first to investigate an organisation whose members whose primary 
motivation is not financial gain. 
2. Organisational culture assessment methods often do not assess deeper 
underlying assumptions that drive their operation. This project would be 
one of the first to consider all perspectives on culture assessment in a 
volunteer organisation, and establish a thorough and repeatable method 
of analysis. 
3. Resources are wasted on the insufficient assessment of candidates and 
employment of those that are quickly seen as not “fitting” the 
organisation. This project would promote the concept of “fit” between 
candidates and the culture of the organisation in the hiring process. 
Research Team Mr Alex Field Dr Steven Rynne Associate Professor Cliff Mallett  
 
School of Human Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences Telephone  (07) 3365 6240 International  +61 7 3365 6240 Facsimile  (07) 3365 6877           
School of Human 
Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences 
The University of Queensland Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 
T (07) 3365 6240 F (07) 3365 6877  
Internet  www.hmns.uq.edu.au  
    
 
 
 
 
The Study: This research project is structured around two phases of data 
collection: 
1. Semi-structured focus group interviews with members from a single 
sporting club. 
2. Semi-structured individual interviews with a number of club members 
targeted as a significant source of information on the operation of the 
club through its history. 
Literature Review: 
Existing organisational culture research is mainly focused on profit generating 
businesses, where application of knowledge to sports organisations that exist to 
provide athletic advancement and entertainment has been limited (see for 
review Maitland, Hills, & Rhind D.J, 2015). Sports organisations do provide new 
opportunities to look at cultures, for example those run by volunteers pursuing 
passion not pay, cultures that lack hierarchical structures, and those that 
demonstrate the transient nature of athletes and coaches. 
There are several models and perspectives on organisational culture, with 
Schein (2010) providing the best access to deeply held assumptions. Schein 
identifies three levels of organisational culture: artefacts, espoused values and 
underlying assumptions. Artefacts are the visible elements of a culture that the 
organisation desires to be public, for example logos and slogans, vision 
statements, levels of pay and hierarchy, meeting practices and documents 
(Woods & West, 2010). Whilst professional and amateur sporting organisations 
also display artefacts endemic to traditional businesses, symbols such as team 
uniform, stories of historical success, game day rituals and rites such as the 
New Zealand Haka (Johnson, Martin, Palmer, Watson, & Ramsey, 2013) are 
more observable cultural elements. Each artefact helps to identify the 
organisation to outsiders, but will also communicate and reinforce cultural 
values to participants (Schein, 2010). Espoused values and beliefs are the 
strategies, goals and philosophies articulated through mission and vision 
statements, brochures and advertisements that the organisation wishes to be 
identified with. Only if a value experiences a shared perception of success  
within the group, will it transform into a shared value. If these valued ways of 
operating or thinking are continuously successful they become an underlying  
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assumption of the way the group functions. Little variation in the consensus 
around an assumption comes from its success and no existence of an alternate  
solution, resulting in no debate or challenge to its validity and thereby becoming 
unspoken and taken for granted. After assumptions are identified and made 
conscious to members, Schein (Schein, 2010) has observed that usually new 
insights will be triggered and sense will be made of values perceived as being in 
conflict. Once a group of people have a shared history, they will have evolved a 
culture – essentially the culture reflects a group’s ability to cope and learn. The 
strength of the culture is determined by the emotional intensity of the shared 
experiences, the stability of the group’s membership, and how long the culture 
has existed. For the culture to survive, the group must deal with survival, growth 
and adaptation in their environment; and internal integration that permits daily 
functioning and the ability to adapt and learn.  
 
Focus Groups: 
Club members (male and female, 18-80 yrs) will be invited to participate in a 60-
80 minute focus group interview, seeking to capture: 
- What are the visible elements of the operation of the organisation? 
- What values are espoused as to why things are done a certain way, 
when considering each identified visible element? 
- Do the espoused values explain all of the visible elements, or is there 
conflict between any of them? 
- Can any differences be explained with deeper or unconscious 
assumptions? 
- What group consensus is there for each of the identified element, value 
and assumption? 
Interviews: 
Approximately five individuals with long histories of club membership and 
positions as influential leaders, will be invited to participate in a 60-80 minute 
interview, seeking to capture: 
- Their roles and decision making when operating in a leadership position 
(i.e. coach, committee member) during their history at the club, especially 
during significant events. 
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- What were the intended outcomes of their decisions? 
- Were these decisions well received by club members, were they 
successful, and if not for what reasons? 
The focus groups and interviews will be transcribed and analysed for: 
- The strength of identified assumptions by their consensus and 
prevalence across all respondents; 
- Differences between current assumptions and those held by former 
leaders, and for indicators whether assumptions affected the group’s 
athletic performance; 
- The presence of assumptions specifically relating to the existence, 
longevity and performance of coaches in any capacity at the 
organisation. 
Confidentiality and Identity Security 
You will be provided with informed consent documents that consist of a project 
information form and a separate consent form. All informed consent documents 
will comply with the minimum guidelines outlined under “The University of 
Queensland Guidelines for Ethical Review of Research Involving Humans” (13). 
All participants will be allocated a number to ensure their anonymity and the 
interviews will be transcribed. Participants will be asked to choose a pseudonym 
which will be attached to all transcriptions and any identifiable social media. 
Copies of the interview transcripts will be returned to participants for checking. 
No information which could identify you will be used in the reporting of the data. 
All data will be securely stored in the UQ School of Human Movement Studies. 
All electronic versions of collected data will be stored on a secure network 
(protected by login and password). Results from this study may be published; 
however, the group data will not identify an individual participant. 
 
Access to Results 
You will be provided access to the results and outcomes of the study once the 
research has been completed. 
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Ethical Clearance 
This study adheres to the Guidelines of the ethical review process of The 
University of Queensland and the National Statement on Ethical Conduct in 
Human Research. Whilst you are free to discuss your participation in this study  
with project staff (contactable on 0414 985 682), if you would like to speak to an 
officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Ethics 
Coordinator on 3365 3924. 
The decision to participate or not to participate is entirely voluntary, you 
are free to withdraw from this study at any stage should you wish, without 
any need of explanation and without prejudice to employment. 
 
Thank you for permitting us to conduct this research with you. 
 
Kind Regards, 
 
Alex Field     Dr Steven Rynne 
MPhil Candidate    s.rynne@uq.edu.au 
a.field@uq.edu.au    07 3346 9977 
0414 985 682 
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Organisational Culture Assessment Procedure (Focus Groups and Interviews): 
 
Project Title:  Exploring the culture of a sporting organisation 
 
Equipment: 
Flip chart 
Projector 
Voice recorders 
Circular seating arrangement 
 
Procedure: 
1. Ensure that all participants have completed the consent form. 
2. Statement of the purpose of the meeting by Alex for both focus groups to 
encourage openness of response. Clarify that the meeting will be recorded, 
but statements from individuals will be kept confidential. 
3. Opening to questions and discussion about why the meeting is being held. 
4. Introduce second investigator or myself as someone independent that will 
conduct an assessment of the organisations culture. 
5. PowerPoint presentation on how to think about culture. Most essential 
concept is that a culture will manifest itself as artefacts and values, but to 
get to the roots of culture we need to decipher the tacit assumptions lying 
at a lower level of consciousness. Introduce three level model, and 
emphasise that culture is a learned set of assumptions based on a groups 
own shared history, and that the cultures stability rests on the organisations 
past success. 
6. Any questions? Participants questions should display an understanding that 
what they are about to assess is a product of their own history, and that the 
culture’s stability rests on the organisation’s past success. 
7. Eliciting descriptions of artefacts: 
a. Facilitator notes artefacts onto board as they are described. Values onto 
separate sheet. 
b. Facilitator: “Let’s start this deciphering by looking at artefacts. Who has 
most recently joined the organisation? What did it feel like when you  
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first entered the club? What did you notice most upon entering? What 
do others remember about first coming to the club?” 
i. Looking for artefacts that describe what was going on – were 
their first sessions calm and structured or disorganised and 
stressful? Were club members dressed in a certain way, act in a 
certain way? Were there different sub-groups evident, and how 
did the groups view each other? 
c. Questions to refocus on the artefacts: 
i. “What things do you notice when you come to the club? When 
you walk around here, what things do you think relate to how 
this club operates? What information is displayed on the walls?” 
ii. “Which club members are the most respected – how is that 
respect displayed?” 
iii. “Who makes the decisions around here? Are there informal or 
formal leaders? What work is done by volunteers, by coaches?” 
iv. “What groups exist at the club? Do they have firm boundaries? Is 
there any conflict or disagreement between subgroups or 
external groups?” 
v. “How do you balance your rowing and club commitments with 
the rest of your life (work, uni, family, friends)? Do you prioritise 
rowing or club work above anything else, at anytime? How much 
effort do you put into your rowing or helping the club?” 
vi. “What role do coaches play at this club? Do you interact 
differently with them compared to other club members?” 
d. Move on when participants cannot identify any more artefacts that 
cover the groups life. 
8. Identifying Espoused Values: 
a. F: “It seems like we have identified many artefacts about how this club 
operates, but lets now look at why things are done the way that they 
are done. There was good discussion about [artefact that created 
discussion and had people providing reasons why], does anyone want to 
share any reasons why they do [that thing] the way they do?” 
Research Team Mr Alex Field Dr Steven Rynne Associate Professor Cliff Mallett  
 
School of Human Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences Telephone  (07) 3365 6240 International  +61 7 3365 6240 Facsimile  (07) 3365 6877           
School of Human 
Movement  
and Nutrition Sciences 
The University of Queensland Brisbane QLD 4072 Australia 
T (07) 3365 6240 F (07) 3365 6877  
Internet  www.hmns.uq.edu.au  
    
 
 
 
i. Determine espoused value from artefact. 
ii. Check identified value statement for consensus. iii. Write down an espoused value for each identified artefact when 
there is agreement among participants. 
1. If there is disagreement, ask why, by asking if this is a 
matter of different subgroups having different values or 
if there is genuine lack of consensus. 
2. Note down conflicted value for future discussion. 
iv. Repeat for all identified artefacts. 
v. Facilitator can ask about values that have been overlooked or 
forgotten in the discussion. 
9. Identifying Shared Underlying Assumptions: 
a. Assumptions will be identified in discussions around: 
i. the artefacts that have not been explained by the identified 
values; 
ii. the artefacts that conflict with the identified values; 
iii. the artefacts that have not clearly been explained. 
b. Test each uncovered assumption for group consensus “How many 
people here agree with this assumption?” and “If you don’t agree, are 
you willing to share why?”. Correct assumptions are commonly held, 
where a discussion about any disagreement will normally uncover a 
further assumption. 
c. Write down each assumption on a third sheet. 
d. Finish session when participants and facilitator feel that the critical 
assumption areas have been identified and participants are clear on 
what is an assumption, with a maximum session length of two hours. 
e. Below are some potential questions to prompt discussion that may 
uncover assumptions, in the areas that Schein outlines. The examples 
are leading questions that would hopefully segue from other discussion. 
I have listed some example assumptions (not representative of 
Toowong) that may follow from the questions, but nothing as a goal as 
the breadth of assumptions identified in the interviews has been 
limited. 
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i. Reality and Truth 
What is real? How do you determine what is relevant information, 
how to interpret it, how to determine when they have enough of it 
to decide whether to act or not, and what action to take? e.g. Are 
club members expected to be told what to do? How is individual 
initiative regarded – punished or encouraged? Assumption => it is 
more important to be right, and so better to wait to be told what 
to do rather than try something and be wrong. 
Are methods and decisions based on solid scientific 
understanding, consensus or individual experience? Assumption 
=> basing decisions on scientific understanding makes us feel less 
anxious as it provides more certainty than our limited experience, 
and it gives us something to blame if it goes wrong. 
ii. Time 
How is the group oriented – to the past, present or future? e.g. 
How do members and the club reflect on a season; how much 
worry is around doing the immediate tasks; how much planning 
goes into the upcoming season; how does the club view long-term 
athlete development? Assumption =>  
1. Do coaches focus on one task at a time or do they juggle 
several tasks and often delegate responsibilities? 
Assumption => volunteer coaches have busy lives and so 
rely on the athletes to help with club tasks. 
2. Does it matter if members are late to sessions? 
Assumption =>  
3. How much time is expected to improve a person’s 
rowing? Assumption => you need to commit to consistent 
training if you want to see improvement 
4. Are athletes expected to complete the exact minutes of 
programmed training each week? 
5. How much time is expected of coaches? Should this time 
be distributed – equally, based on merit, based on  
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6. potential? Assumption => I should only coaches questions 
that I really can’t work myself as they are really busy with 
the better athletes. 
7. How important is the history of the club to its current 
and future operation? 
iii. Space 
What space is an individual or group entitled to? e.g. Who owns 
the land the club is built on? Who paid for the shed to be 
moved/rebuilt after the 1974 floods? Assumption => leasing the 
land from the council means the club has to continue to be a 
positive influence in the community. 
1. What can be expected if an athlete uses a private boat 
without permission? What can be expected if an athlete 
uses a club boat without permission? 
2. What does it mean if another athlete becomes physically 
close when spotting you in the gym? Is it okay if a coach 
touches a body part to help you understand how you 
should be moving? What about if the coach-athlete has a 
male-female split? 
3. When standing in a group, is it okay to not open the 
group when a new person arrives? 
4. What does it mean when you are told to start rowing 
before the rest of the group starts? If you are moving 
faster than someone else, where should you sit on the 
river? 
5. If an inexperienced or slow rider joins a group ride, 
where are they expected to sit? When talking to coaches 
what does it mean if you or they don’t give you eye 
contact? 
iv. Human Nature 
What behaviour will be tolerated? Are people inherently good, 
bad or neutral? What motivates people to operate? e.g. Why do  
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you row? Would you train harder if you were paid to row? Would 
you still row if you were the only athlete in the club? 
1. How do you view members that train really hard? 
2. What do you think of a coach that chases you up if don’t 
turn up or don’t send through evidence you completed a 
session by yourself? 
3. What does a member need to say or do in order to be 
justifiably sworn at? 
4. What happens if you are asked to row with someone that 
you don’t like? 
5. What would you do if another member wanted to pray 
with you before going out to race? 
6. How would you treat an athlete that leaves a rival club 
and wants to join Toowong? 7. How does the club reward your work or loyalty? 
v. Human Activity 
Appropriate ways of acting in our environment. Are we focused on 
achieving, developing or simply surviving? e.g. Does Toowong 
accept you for who you are or are you expected to conform to 
what the club sees as being a good member? 
1. Does the club expect you to be better people when you 
are away from the club? 
2. Is the club looking to improve on past success or are they 
happy to keep performing at the same level? 
vi. Relationships 
Identity and role: Who am I supposed to be in this group and what 
is my role? e.g. Are you allowed to just train and race or are you 
expected to do extra tasks like help other members or the club? 
1. Power and Influence: Will my needs for influence and 
control be met? e.g. Should athletes have a say in how 
their program and the club is run? 
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2. Needs and Goals: Will the group’s goals allow me to meet 
my own needs? e.g. Is the club interested in what you 
want to do? Do your goals get dictated by the coach or 
group or do you get to direct your own ship? 
3. Acceptance and Intimacy: Will I be accepted, respected, 
and loved in this group? How close will the relationships 
be? e.g. What does a new member have to do to be 
respected?  
 
 
Alex Field      
MPhil Candidate     
a.field@uq.edu.au     
0414 985 682 
 
  
 
 
Critical Assumption Statements 
 
The club’s success is validated by external measurement  
If members operate in the same way they will be rewarded and defined by the 
club as successful  
Future success is more likely given past success.  
Individuals preserve a good thing so it can continue to provide for them  
Stories and legends are maintained to illustrate the way members should 
operate  
Providing something for others is enjoyable  
Its more enjoyable to train with friends  
Being part of a successful group will improve an individual’s chance for success  
HP members row for enjoyment  
That club members care about other club members.  
Anxiety about how they operate and the success it is leading to, creates a need 
for coaches to control situations and groups.  
Success vindicates a coach that their help has been useful.  
You can overcome all your limitations to feel successful if you commit 
everything you have to achieving something.  
Coaches need to develop athletes to be successful, as that is how they are 
seen as successful.  
The long term health and survival is more important than anything else, as 
current members putting effort into an organisation that will fail implies that they 
have failed, and that their identity that was built around the club is weak.  
Members want to believe the club they support and forms part of their identity is 
correct in its operation, vision as it implies that they have achieved something 
that is true and valuable. The club not surviving implies that all their beliefs 
about the value of the club were incorrect, hence their motivation to support the 
club now by shaping values around work and direction, and planning for 
successors that will carry those same values through.  
People are unhappy to volunteer their time for work that will give others 
recognition.  
Some members wish to control the social order as they feel threatened by any 
change to their position and identity, hence do not support measures to 
increase membership or engage with the wider community. These members are 
more likely to train in small, consistent groups and tend not to be volunteer for 
the club.  
There has to be a return for the effort invested or that effort should be put into 
something else.  
Success is measured by results, but there are more important things than 
success.  
Rowing enjoyment comes from the challenge of making daily improvements, 
especially if you can create or drive that improvement.  
   
Athletes need to feel daily improvement to feel that they are advancing towards 
their goals, as the goals are too far away.  
That coaches have the athletes interest at heart  
That coaches are honest because they are passionate.  
The club needs coaches to do the essential work that no one else wants to do.   
To be successful you have to do lots of consistent training and endure lots of 
hardship  
Rowing enjoyment comes from the challenge of working with someone to get 
the best out of them to achieve an outcome for that crew.  
That we are all working toward a common goal  
Homogeneous operation indicates consistency and ability  
Consistent operation means group will be threatened less  
Members take pride and interest in other groups at the club in the desire that 
those groups will take pride and interest in them.  
The club cannot survive financial mismanagement  
The club is 100% responsible for its financial health  
Club supports its members that are in need  
Access to resources (boat, coach support) shouldn’t limit members potential  
That the club members know what they are doing  
That the club knows what it is doing (programs/coaches are correct)  
Recruitment of new members depends on its groups external success e.g. 
results, victories  
The HP groups retention/development is driven by its internal success against 
its goals e.g. improvement, national titles seen as less valuable than national 
selection.  
Purchases and expansions must be within the clubs current financial capacity  
There are economies of scale and efficiencies when organising the operation of 
large groups, so are best done by the coaches.  
Members that row just for fun and exercise should have the lowest priority 
access to equipment and coaching time.  
Everyone should be exercising for their health, so why not rowing?  
Members operating similarly get along better, and become friends  
That coaches and athletes are both working hard by improving their 
deficiencies, and investing their time and effort for future success   
Retention of new members is more important than improving their ability, as 
achieving outright success takes several years. However, retention is 
dependant on success, so the coach must create daily opportunities for success 
(improvement) and remove barriers to their improvement.  
 
